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How outdoor advertising impacts
health and wellbeing

Key points:

1. Outdoor advertising harms physical and mental health and wellbeing,
through both displayed content (e.g. promoting health-damaging products)
and physical characteristics (e.g. bright screens distract drivers).

2. Outdoor advertising is concentrated in lower income and deprived
neighbourhoods and deepens health inequalities.

3. The council’s new Advertising and Sponsorship policy (2021) is a good step
forward in reducing harmful advertising, but it applies to a fraction of the
advertising sites citizens are exposed to. A planning policy against new
billboards would help to prevent harmful advertising across the city.
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Outdoor commercial adverts are ubiquitous and unavoidable in our public space,
despite being deeply unpopular and causing multiple harms. They impact health
and wellbeing through both displayed content and physical characteristics (see
Summary Box). Outdoor advertising is often concentrated in less wealthy areas of the
city'. It strongly undermines Bristol City Council’'s work to promote health and
wellbeing, and to tackle inequality.

In 2018, more than 3,000 Bristol residents signed a petition objecting to the
introduction of outdoor commmercial advertising in parks® Residents felt that our
green spaces should be for healthy activity, community, and nurturing wellbeing -
and are no place for commercial advertising. Why are our streets and
neighbourhoods any different?

' BBC Worklife (2020), How outdoor advertising can deepen ineqguality.
2 Adblock Bristol (2018), Keep our parks ad-free: over 3,000 sign petition to Bristol City Council.
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https://adfreecities.org.uk/2018/01/keep-our-parks-ad-free-over-3000-sign-petition-to-bristol-city-council/
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20200817-the-inequality-of-outdoor-advertising-exposure

Bristol City Council has acknowledged the harms caused by outdoor ads. In 2021 the
council introduced a progressive Advertising and Sponsorship Policy banning
advertising for HFSS (high fat, sugar or salt food and drink), gambling, alcohol and
pay-day loans on council-owned sites. However, this extends only to approximately
180 sites, only a small fraction of the advertising present in the city.

Even where the Advertising and Sponsorship Policy precludes harmful ad content -
on council-owned sites only - companies whose main business model is predicated
on these products/services (e.g. McDonald's) are still permitted to advertise on these
sites with so-called ‘alibi marketing”. For example, McDonald’'s may advertise
non-HFSS food and/or drink on council-owned bus stops*, reinforcing brand
familiarity which has a powerful effect on dietary preferences®.

What about the regulator? A report in 2021 showed the Advertising Standards
Authority (ASA) to be an inadequate, slow-moving regulatory body that fails to act
even on adverts that receive multiple complaints. Only 22% of complained-about
adverts are investigated, and just 2% of complaints upheld. If action is taken,
offending ads can be seen on billboards and bus stops for months before the
campaign is removed?®. For these reasons, and the impact of advertising
infrastructure itself on road safety and mental health (see below), restricting
advertising content is only partially effective in addressing outdoor advertising’s
impacts on health and wellbeing.

Councils can use the Local Plan as a way to restrict outdoor advertising sites by
creating a presumption of ‘No New Billboards’ in local planning policy.

3 Alcohol Health Alliance (2021), No escape: How alcohol advertising preys on children and vulnerable

people
4 Bristol City Council (2021), Advertising and Sponsorship Policy: HESS Policy Guidance Note
° Lesser et al. (2013), h ://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-2

¢ Adfree Cities (2021), Too Close for Comfort - A look into the Advertising Standards Authority
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https://adfreecities.org.uk/2021/02/new-report-exposes-failures-of-advertising-regulator/
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-20
https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s58005/Appendix%20Aii%20-%20HFSS%20Guidance%20Note.pdf
https://ahauk.org/resource/no-escape-how-alcohol-advertising-preys-on-children-and-vulnerable-people/
https://ahauk.org/resource/no-escape-how-alcohol-advertising-preys-on-children-and-vulnerable-people/

Summary Box: Key Impacts on Health and Wellbeing

Outdoor advertising for unhealthy food/drink has been causally linked to obesity”.

Pervasive outdoor ads for alcohol normalise consumption, promote addiction and
make it harder to recover from dependency?®; the same is true for gambling”.
Prominent car ads, often by busy roads, promote private car use and suppress active
travel and public transport solutions to chronic air pollution.

Advertising impacts mental health in many ways, including through perpetuating
addiction, creating and deepening personal insecurities, and framing unaffordable
lifestyles as 'normal’.

Ad infrastructure, particularly digital screens, damage road safety and are most
distracting for younger drivers®,

Light pollution from digital screens harms sleep quality and mental health®.

Advertising creates an outdoor physical environment dominated by corporate
influence that degrades community values and harms mental health®.

In this resource we focus on four examples of how outdoor advertising harms health
and wellbeing and undermines the council's resourcing in these areas: malnutrition,
alcohol dependency, mental health and road safety.

Further resources about how advertising harms many other aspects of health and
wellbeing can be found here: https://adfreecities.org.uk/resources/

Malnutrition

49% of adults in Bristol are obese or overweight, rising to 64% in the 10% most
deprived areas’®, where advertising is more prevalent. Having excess weight is linked
to a range of health problems including type 2 diabetes, coronary heart disease and
stroke.

A large proportion of outdoor advertising is dedicated to advertising High Fat,
Salt or Sugar (HFSS) food and/or drink; McDonald's and Coca Cola are the top
two spenders on outdoor advertising in the UK. In Bristol, outdoor advertising
promotes HFSS products throughout the city.

This creates an unavoidable obesogenic environment that promotes unhealthy
eating. It has been causally linked to obesity®.

Through its highly prevalent - and successful - promotion of HFSS products,
outdoor advertising works in direct opposition to Bristol City Council’s
whole-city approach to childhood obesity, and healthy eating programmes
such as Bristol Eating Better and Going for Gold.

7 Coalition Against Gambling Ads (2021), The Evidence.
8 Oviedo-Trespalacios et al. (2019), https:/doi.ora/10.1016/j.tra. 2019 01.012

° Adblock Bristol research, (2021,) Living nex iaital bill

10 Bristol Quality of Life survey 2020/21
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https://adfreecities.org.uk/resources/
http://www.bristol.gov.uk/qualityoflife
https://adfreecities.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/living-next-to-digital-billboards-M32.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tra.2019.01.012
https://caga.uk/evidence#gambling-advertising-has-no-public-benefit-and-contributes-to-harm

e Unhealthy eating among children in particular has become even more of a
problem during the pandemic”. Where children are exposed to junk food
advertising, they are more likely to eat unhealthy food. This is recognised by
the government'’s new rules” to end HFSS ads before 9pm on TV - children are
still exposed to HFSS advertising every day on our streets, however.

Alcohol dependency

200 people in Bristol die each year from an alcohol related condition™. Alcohol is
linked to over 200 health conditions including cancer, depression and stroke®.

Many of the following points also apply to gambling advertising.

e QOutdoor ads for alcohol (and gambling) are pervasive throughout Bristol.

e Advertising for alcohol directly influences consumption. In part this is through
normalising alcohol, making it seem part of everyday life. A recent report by
the Alcohol Health Alliance® addresses outdoor advertising as a serious barrier
to preventing alcohol-related harm and addiction, with particularly strong
impacts on vulnerable people and children.

e Priority 1in the council's Drug and Alcohol Strategy for Bristol 2020-2024 is to
“Support communities and change culture”. Outdoor advertising counters
the council’s efforts to change culture around alcohol, by promoting,
normalising and glamourising alcohol consumption. It makes it harder for
people recovering from alcohol dependency by being unavoidable in our
public spaces.

Alcohol advertising is also socially and ethically sensitive and there are many
examples where residents have no ability to prevent offensive content.

For example, recent alcohol advertising directly outside the Shah Jalal Jame Mosque
in Easton undermines cultural sensitivities, harming individual and community
wellbeing.

Left: advert for Jack Daniels whisky immediately
outside the Shah Jalal Jame mosque in Easton,
2021

"UK Government Better Health campaign, launched 10 January 2022.
2 Department of Health and Social Care, 24 June 2021 New Advertising Rules to Help Tackle
Childhood Obesity

3 Drug and Alcohol Strateqy for Bristol 2020-2024
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https://files.smartsurvey.io/2/0/KAM6KKH5/Bristol_Drugs_and_Alcohol_Strategy_DRAFT_FOR_CONSULTATION.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-advertising-rules-to-help-tackle-childhood-obesity
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-advertising-rules-to-help-tackle-childhood-obesity
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-campaign-launched-to-help-parents-improve-childrens-diet

Mental health

Outdoor advertising harms mental health in a multitude of ways. At its heart,
corporate advertising is designed to create need by making us feel unworthy and
dissatisfied. When images of perfect body types, happy families and expensive cars
fill our streets, our mental health suffers'®. Evidence from across 27 nations shows a
significant inverse relationship between national ad spend and life satisfaction™.

e Research shows that the affluent consumption patterns portrayed as ‘normal’
in advertisements cause feelings of stress and exclusion for many'. This is
particularly problematic given that advertising is far more common in less
wealthy areas.

e Outdoor advertising degrades our “sense of place” by prioritising corporate
messaging over our local environment, heritage and culture. Sense of place is
vital to psychological wellbeing.

e By promoting and entrenching addiction to alcohol and gambling, outdoor
advertising harms the mental health of those experiencing dependencies, and
their relatives®”.

e Bright light from digital screens reduces sleep quality and lowers mood®.

Bristol's city-wide mental health and wellbeing program, Thrive Bristol, calls for
working with a broad range of partners across the city, beyond the realm of
healthcare. However this is not being reflected in planning concerns. The ‘blind spot’
of the planning system around public advertising is causing policy
inconsistencies and undermining the city’s mental health strategy. More detail
can be found here: https://adfreecities.org.uk/resources/advertising-mental-health

Road safety
The objective of roadside advertising is to catch the attention of road users; it is

dangerous by design.

e Digital screens in particular, which are brightly illuminated and may display up
to 6 different images per minute, have been shown to distract drivers,
particularly younger drivers®,

e In arecent survey of Bristol residents living near to two digital screens
overlooking the M32 motorway in Easton, 40 of 100 people mentioned that
these screens are highly distracting as they drive past®.

“It is difficult to describe but the sudden interruption into my brain whilst driving
makes me jump in shock” - Jane, Southmead®.

“I went on a speed awareness course a few years ago and was reminded about
maintaining focus at all times when driving. | also have ADHD, so the electronic

4 Adfree Cities, Advertising and mental health

> Michel et al. (2019), https:/doi.ora/10.1007/978-3-030-15835-4_10

® Hamilton (2009), Those left behind: Inequality in consumer culture.
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https://adfreecities.org.uk/resources/advertising-mental-health/
https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/28281/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15835-4_10
https://adfreecities.org.uk/resources/advertising-mental-health/

billboards are particularly distracting.” - anon., Brislington®

Deepening inequalities

Outdoor advertising is far more commmon in less affluent areas"”. This means that
lower-income communities are exposed to a greater number of harmful ads than
wealthier communities, exacerbating existing socioeconomic inequalities in
health and wellbeing.
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e |n Bristol, there were 33 applications for new advertising signs between
January 2019 and December 2021. Of these, one third (11/33) were proposed for
Lawrence Hill, one of the three wards with the greatest levels of deprivation in
Bristol (where the frequency of outdoor ads is already high).

e In Newcastle, advertising space devoted to HFSS foods was more than three
times greater in the least affluent parts of the city than in the most affluent’.

e In London, self-reported exposure to less healthy product advertising was
more common among adults in lower socioeconomic groups'®.

e Children living in more deprived areas in Scotland had greater exposure to
unhealthy food and drink advertising, compared to those living in less
deprived areas - due both to the presence of more ads overall and greater
exposure to ads, e.g. at bus stops'”.

e In Liverpool, billboards advertising unhealthy food are concentrated in poorer
areas®.

While the research base for this mostly focuses on unhealthy food and drink, it is
common sense that a greater volume of adverts for other health-damaging
products, including alcohol and gambling, will also have a disproportionate effect on
the health and wellbeing of those in less affluent communities, versus wealthier
areas. This undermines the council’s Equality and Inclusion Policy and Strategy
and the city’s proclaimed ambition to “create an inclusive city where nobody is
left behind".

7 Adams et al. (2011) https:/doi.org/10.1017/51368980010003332

*® Yau et al. (2021), https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2020-048139
' Olsen et al. (2021), h ://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpl 2021102

20 palmer et al. (2021), https://doi.org/10.1038/541598-021-84572-4
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https://adfreecities.org.uk/2017/07/mapping-bristols-billboards/
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2017/07/mapping-bristols-billboards/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-84572-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2021.102535
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/11/4/e048139
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/socioeconomic-differences-in-outdoor-food-advertising-in-a-city-in-northern-england/192383F225D92A592658F950382D7E30

What can be done?

e Planning authorities (councils) determine planning applications for new
digital advertising screens.

e However, the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) does not enable
councils to go far enough in terms of restricting digital advertising screens
which are harmful to the health and wellbeing of both the local population
and the environment.

e Councils can introduce more ethical advertising policies such as Bristol City
Council's Advertising & Sponsorship Policy.?’ However, this only applies to
around 180 advertising sites that the Council controls, mainly bus stop
advertising rather than large digital billboards.

Other cities are also moving towards restricting advertising, including for ‘high
carbon’ products because of their negative environmental and social impacts:

e InJanuary 2021, Liverpool City Council became the first council in the UK to
pass a ‘Low Carbon Advertising Policy’ motion. This will exclude advertising
for high carbon products such as polluting cars, SUVs, airline flights and
fossil fuel companies.® It is still in the process of implementing that motion.

e Norwich City councillors unanimously voted to limit harmful categories of
advertising and sponsorship such as gambling, junk food and
environmentally-damaging products in June 2021

e InJuly 2021 North Somerset Council also voted to introduce a ‘Low Carbon
Advertising Policy’ on the sites it manages.*

e This shows that there is room for local and regional authorities to take a firmer
stance on identified problems, despite nationally designated advertising
regulations.

e A council could use the Local Plan to introduce a planning policy to adopt
a presumption against all new planning applications for outdoor
advertising screens. This would send a message to advertising companies
wishing to build new screens that the local authority is not supportive.
This can be neatly summarised as ‘No New Billboards’.

e In Spring 2019 Adblock Bristol gained over 1,800 signatures calling for a
planning policy of No New Billboards to be included in the revision of Bristol
City Council's Local Plan. The petition was submitted as part a formal response
to Bristol Council’'s consultation on the revision of the Local Plan.®

e Since 2017 residents across Bristol have made over 2000 objections?® to

21
https:/democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s58004/Appendix%20Ai%20-%20Advertising%20
and%20Sponsorship%20Policy.pdf

2 https://www.badverts.org/latest/momentume-in-liverpool-to-ban-high-carbon-ads

2 https://adfreecities.org.uk/2021/07/norwich-council-votes-to-limit-harmful-advertising/
24

% https://adfreecities.org.uk/2019/05/local-plan-consultation-response-may2019/

26

https:/docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1ISHULIaT8zHglIXX-oRECr3KIly8IKEENOgwufFwG50fQ
[edit#gid=0
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1SHULlaT8zHgIIXX-oRECr3Kly8JK6EN0qwufFwG5ofQ/edit#gid=0
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1SHULlaT8zHgIIXX-oRECr3Kly8JK6EN0qwufFwG5ofQ/edit#gid=0
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2019/05/local-plan-consultation-response-may2019/
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2021/07/north-somerset-council-votes-to-end-ads-for-high-carbon-products/
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2021/07/north-somerset-council-votes-to-end-ads-for-high-carbon-products/
https://adfreecities.org.uk/2021/07/norwich-council-votes-to-limit-harmful-advertising/
https://www.badverts.org/latest/momentum-in-liverpool-to-ban-high-carbon-ads
https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s58004/Appendix%20Ai%20-%20Advertising%20and%20Sponsorship%20Policy.pdf
https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s58004/Appendix%20Ai%20-%20Advertising%20and%20Sponsorship%20Policy.pdf

proposals to erect new billboards, or to replace existing billboards with more
intrusive digital billboards.

e While this has seen high rates of success, a number of appeals have been
made against these decisions by the applicants, and it is becoming clear that
this ‘firefighting’ strategy, on an application-by-application basis, is not
sustainable and residents will struggle to keep up with the raft of applications
being made across the city.

e Advertising firms can use their financial power and salaried staff to out-pace
residents who volunteer their time to object to applications.

e This also incurs expenses for the council in terms of staff time and resources
for the initial applications as well as any appeals.

e We understand that Bristol Council is supportive in combating inappropriate
applications for outdoor adverts, however we assert that this is an issue that
requires dealing with at the plan-making stage.

e The Local Plan must respond more robustly to the clear (and increasing)
public pressure for reducing the impact of outdoor advertising on our city,
which is threatening many of the very goals the Plan seeks to achieve, by
placing health and wellbeing and the environment at the heart of local
policies.

Adblock Bristol is part of the Adfree Cities network of groups across the UK who are concerned about
the impacts of corporate advertising on our health, wellbeing, environment, climate, communities and
the local economy. We campaign for happier, healthier cities free from the pressures of corporate
outdoor advertising.

www.adfreecities.org.uk/bristol
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