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Proposal P1059 – Energy Labelling on Alcoholic Beverages 
 
Executive Summary 
 
Spirits and Cocktails Australia and Spirits New Zealand support consumers having access to 

transparent information about energy and nutrition for alcohol beverages.  While there are 

different views about the best way to convey this information at a time when consumers are using 

new and emerging technological platforms to become informed, we want to ensure that if alcohol 

beverages are to be labelled, the format and content of energy labels is meaningful and, 
importantly, does not undermine messaging that promotes responsible drinking, or cause 
confusion for consumers about the alcohol content and number of standard drinks within a 
container.   
 

We believe the design of the energy label proposed by FSANZ, while attempting to provide 

meaningful energy information, confuses the message around responsible drinking and standard 

drinks.  This is partly due to format and partly due to the duplication of some information. 

We are particularly concerned that having different figures for the number of serves per container 

versus the number of standard drinks per container will complicate information for drinkers.  We 

are also concerned that the 100ml serving size for energy information is inappropriate for full 

strength spirits, where a 100ml serve could be three, four or more standard drinks, depending on 

the alcoholic strength of the product.   

 

Within the timeframes allowable, we have commissioned some qualitative analysis1 from alcohol 

consumers in New Zealand and Australia about the FSANZ proposed format, and contrasted it with 

alternative formats, to identify which may present consumers with the clearest messaging about 

both energy content and alcohol content.  While consumers are supportive of energy labelling, they 

have clearly indicated they prioritise information about alcohol content and standard drinks, and 

express concern about any proposal for additional labelling around energy that could create 

confusion about monitoring their own consumption for the purpose of responsible drinking.   

This confusion was a core and sustained element across all focus group sessions in Australia and 

New Zealand.  It highlights a key issue with using on-label motifs and information as a proxy for 

actual communication.   

 

The research also identifies levels of confusion and misinterpretation based on both the way the 

proposed label is constructed as well as how some of the energy information is presented.  

Importantly this confusion extends to the use of a total serve per container descriptor as it sits 

alongside total standard drinks. 

 

This confusion was particularly highlighted with full strength spirits. 

 
1 See appendix 1 for a copy of the full qualitative analysis report. 

Submission 
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Initially, when presented with format options for energy labelling, consumers expressed a 

preference for the familiarity of the FSANZ-proposed formatting, including the 100ml measurement 

of energy.  However, once information was used in practice to compare between spirits and with 

different categories of alcohol beverage, including beer and wine, it emerged that applying the 

information was more complicated than initially understood, and it resulted in some participants 

miscalculating the energy content for spirits.  As a result, our participants switched their support to 

a simpler version than the FSANZ proposal.   

 

As FSANZ has noted, consumers have a poor understanding of the energy content of alcohol; but 

research has also shown that they have a poor understanding of nutritional information generally.  

We believe our research can assist in optimising the proposed format of the FSANZ energy label 
so that it can be utilised meaningfully by consumers, and so that it doesn’t undermine public 
health objectives around sensible drinking.  We have proposed alternative formats we believe 
meet these objectives.  
 

We are also prepared, should FSANZ think it would add to their understanding of the matters we 

raise here, to undertake quantitative research focusing on the issues the qualitative research has 

surfaced. 
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About Us 
 

Spirits and Cocktails Australia is the peak body for the Australian spirits industry.  Our vision is to 

promote a safe and vibrant spirits sector, which reflects Australia’s mature drinking culture and 

creates opportunities for sustainable growth and economic development.  We represent spirits 

producers involved in the manufacture, marketing and sale of spirits throughout Australia, from 

global importers to local distributors.  Our supply chain stretches from ‘farm to glass’, incorporating 

farmers and primary producers and the hospitality and tourism sectors.  Our industry directly 

supports over 52,900 jobs in spirits manufacturing, retail, wholesale and hospitality, contributing 

$11.6 billion in added value to the Australian economy.  Eighty per cent of what our members sell 

in Australia is produced in distilleries and manufacturing plants throughout the country. 

 

Spirits New Zealand is the national trade organisation representing New Zealand’s leading 

producers, distributors, brand owners, importers and exporters of premium spirits and spirit-based 

drinks.  Our members are Asahi, Bacardi, Beam Suntory, Brown-Forman, Diageo, Federal 

Merchants, Hancocks, Lion, Moet-Hennessy and Pernod Ricard.  Spirits NZ represents over 96% of 

spirit industry interests in New Zealand. 

 

The Australian Distillers Association is a member-based industry body for Australian craft distillers 

and was founded in 2004.  There are now over 350 distilleries across Australia, from Darwin to 

Davenport and from Margaret River to Manly – a marked increase since 2014, when Australia had 

just 28 distilleries.  Significantly, more than 60% of these businesses are in rural and regional areas, 

bringing important economic benefits to these communities. 
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Background 
 

Spirits New Zealand and Spirits and Cocktails Australia welcome the opportunity to comment on 

Food Standards Australia New Zealand’s (FSANZ’s) call for submissions on the proposal for energy 

labelling on alcoholic beverages (P1059).  We thank FSANZ for providing additional time to allow us 

to do some initial qualitative analysis of the proposed label with consumers in Australia and New 

Zealand.  We would like to record our appreciation at the ongoing consultation with FSANZ during 

the development of this proposal.   

 

Our members support the principle that consumers are entitled to have convenient, meaningful 

and coherent information about foods and beverages, including alcohol beverages, to allow them 

to make informed choices about their diet and nutritional needs.  Many of our global members 

already provide this information digitally for their products, and some producers in Australia and 

New Zealand chose to voluntarily display the traditional Nutritional Information Panel (NIP) on their 

labels.  

 

 

Consumer Research 
 

In the week of 6 March 2023, the research, strategy and communications firm Insightfully 

undertook focus group testing with adults in Australia and New Zealand, to gauge views around 

various versions of energy labelling for alcohol beverages.  We commissioned this research because 

we had concerns that the format of the proposed energy label might cause confusion and 

misunderstanding among consumers.   

 

This qualitative analysis was limited to meet the submission deadlines of the FSANZ discussion 

paper; however, we are prepared to undertake further quantitative analysis based on the initial 

findings, to add further weight to the research.  We attach the full research report as Appendix 1 

for FSANZ’s information. 

 

  



 5 

Link between Alcohol and Obesity 
 

The FSANZ paper noted that rates of overweight and obesity in the Australian and New Zealand 

populations have continued to increase in recent decades.  In fact, obesity levels in Australia and 

New Zealand tripled between the mid 1970s and the mid 2010s, with similar increases in 

overweight people.   

 

 

 

 

 

The FSANZ paper further noted that alcohol is “energy dense” and national guidelines in both 

countries recommended limiting alcohol to achieve “energy balance”.  It noted that 80% of adults 

consume alcohol, and argued that on days in which alcohol is consumed, that alcohol beverages 

were responsible for approximately 16% of the total energy intake for that day.2  This 16% figure 

could be a little misleading, as only 5% of adults consume alcohol daily, and only 23% of drinkers 

consume alcohol on three or more days weekly.   

 

While obesity and overweight rates have increased, alcohol consumption in Australia and New 

Zealand has decreased over the same period.  The graph below comes from the Australian Institute 

of Health and Wellbeing, and shows alcohol consumption peaked in 1975 with 13.1 litres of pure 

alcohol per capita, falling to 9.5 litres by 2018, a 27% decrease over those years.   

 

 
2 This figure was calculated from an ABS survey undertaken in 2011-12, where participants were asked to recall 
their food and beverage consumption in the previous 24 hours.  The data has not been replicated to this day.  
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This is similar to New Zealand where, based on Statistics New Zealand data, consumers are drinking 

25% less alcohol per capita today than in late 1970s. 

 

At least at a population level, it would appear difficult to confirm that alcohol beverage 

consumption has been a driver of increased rates of overweight and obesity, and we note that 

FSANZ does not argue that it has been.   

 

 

Consumer Information and Understanding of Energy 
 

The FSANZ paper noted that: 

 
“available evidence indicates consumers generally have a poor understanding of the energy content 
of alcoholic beverages and do not understand alcohol is the main source of energy in most alcoholic 
beverages. They do however generally value energy content information on the label of alcoholic 
beverages.”   

 

We believe that this poor understanding is not limited to alcohol beverages.  We note that despite 

Nutritional Information Panels being mandatory on most foodstuffs for several decades, some 

public health academics believe the food labelling system “is underperforming” 

[https://theconversation.com/clear-nutrition-labels-can-encourage-healthier-eating-habits-heres-how-
australias-food-labelling-can-improve-200336].  
 

A provisionally-accepted Australian article in the Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, “Navigating 

through Nutrition Label Effects: A Second Order Meta Analysis” 

[https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/07439156231158115] has noted: 

 

Both mandated and voluntary changes to labelling efforts come at a considerable cost to society. 
Thus, there has been much interest in whether the benefits of nutrition labels outweigh the efforts 
involved in their implementation. However, researchers remain divided on the success of nutrition 
labelling efforts (Brambila-Macias et al. 2011). Some support the introduction of labelling schemes, 
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stating that these are useful in encouraging healthy food consumption (Cecchini and Warin 2016; 
Littlewood et al. 2016), while others argue that without adequate nutrition knowledge or the 
motivation to process the information, labelling efforts are ineffective (Cowburn and Stockley 2005; 
Sinclair et al. 2014). In some cases, nutrition labels may even backfire and encourage unhealthy food 
consumption (Tangari et al. 2019). To date, empirical studies provide inconsistent evidence as to the 
effectiveness of nutrition labelling efforts. 

 

In their own meta analysis findings, the authors summarise: 

 

Most fundamentally, we identify an unequivocal effect of nutrition labels on changing consumption 
behaviour. However we show that this effect is dependent on the aim of the intervention reported in 
the first-order meta-analysis and is qualified by a number of conditions. Specifically, interventions 
which are framed to encourage consumers to eat more of healthier food items (i.e. promotion 
focused aim) are, in general, more likely to influence consumers than interventions which are framed 
to discourage consumers from eating unhealthy food items (i.e. prevention focused aim). 

 

These findings align with our own consumer research.  Participants in our qualitative study have 

expressed comfort with the Nutritional Information Panels (NIPs) that appear on most food and 

beverages, and understand their purpose is to inform consumers and empower their ability to 

make choices about consumption.  This is mostly perceived at an individual level rather than a 

population level.  

 

Our research found the vast majority of participants supported nutritional labelling for alcohol 

beverages, noting that they could not identify a good reason why alcohol beverages should be 

excluded from labelling.  Despite this, the majority of participants said they would be unlikely to 

use this information themselves.  The main reasons for this were that: 

 

• energy information was not used generally in their dietary choices;  

• there were more important factors in their alcohol beverage choice – such as taste or 

alcohol content;  

• alcohol beverages were seen as a treat to be enjoyed, and therefore 

•  health-related information was not relevant.   

 

Many of those participants who wanted energy information because they were currently or 

previously dieting or counting calories, noted they already obtained this information from relevant 

dieting aps or websites.  (We note that we have previously engaged with FSANZ on the issue of how 

technology and the ubiquity of smart phones and digital aps have changed the landscape for how 

people obtain nutrition-related information about their food and beverage choices, and that the 

increasing use of smart labels and QR codes means we may be seeking to use analogue solutions in 

a digital world.) 

 

Despite a lack of interest in the practical application of energy labelling, and the confusion it 

potentially can create for consumers, our members support transparency around energy content of 

their products so consumers who want to, can continue to make informed decisions about their 

consumption and their dietary choices.   
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Hierarchy of Information 
 

Information that is currently mandatory on the labels of alcohol beverages includes information of 

the alcohol content (ABV) provided as a percentage of alcohol within the entire beverage.  The 

most common ABV for full strength spirits is 40%.  This information is also provided in terms of the 

total number of standard drinks contained in the beverage.  This type of information is particularly 

useful for “single serve” beverages like beers and pre-mixed spirits, where a person might 

reasonably consume the entire container in one sitting.   

 

The importance of providing standard drink information is to ensure responsible drinking messages 

are consistent across different alcohol beverages in a way that is meaningful and useful.  It relates 

to the way Australian and New Zealand Governments have been providing guidance on what may 

constitute harmful drinking.  Although countries differ in how they measure a standard drink, it has 

been consistent within Australia and New Zealand for many years: 10g of ethanol, equating to 

approximately 12.7ml of pure alcohol.   

 

Our consumer research has found that participants unequivocally identified ABV and the number of 

standard drinks per container as a significantly higher priority than energy or nutrition labelling (or 

other label components for that matter).  As articulated by one participant in the study: 

 

‘It’s a bad thing to change that emphasis. We’re meant to be looking at alcohol content. We’re 
drinking more than the calories. These health campaigns (have taught us that) I think we’re meant to 
look at how many standard drinks we’re having. You want to know how many standard drinks you’ve 
had so you can legally drive. (But) if you’re being served more than a standard drink, and if you’re 
counting (a serve) as a standard drink you’re going to get in trouble.' 

 

Focus group discussions found that participants thought any label which confuses the messaging 

around responsible drinking and intoxication undermined the primary purpose of the label.   

 

 

Proposed Label Format 
 

Given these findings, it’s important that additional energy labelling on alcohol beverages is not 

presented in a way that could potentially confuse consumers about energy content within and 

between categories or undermine the aims around responsible drinking.  Therefore, we tested 

different versions of the proposed energy label format with consumers. 

 

Format A – FSANZ proposed format 

 

ENERGY INFORMATION 
Serv ngs per package: 23.3 
Serv ng s ze: 30 mL  

  Quant ty per serv ng Quant ty per 100 mL 

Energy 260 kJ (62 Ca ) 870 kJ (208 Ca ) 
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Format B – Industry version one 

 

  Quant ty per serv ng (30 mL) Quant ty per 100mL 

Energy 260 kJ (62 Ca ) 870 kJ (208 Ca ) 

 

Format C – Industry version two (full strength spirits only) 

 

  Quant ty per serv ng (30 mL) 

Energy 260 kJ (62 Ca ) 

 

We have a number of concerns with Format A, the format of the label proposed by FSANZ.  First, 

given the limited space on a beverage container, we believe it’s important to relay the information 

that consumers find meaningful, without the need to use information that may be redundant or 

irrelevant for the audience.  We note that information found in Format A is also found in Formats B 

& C, such as the fact that this information relates to energy, or the size of the recommended 

serving (30ml).  We argue that both the servings per package (generally) and the energy 

information per 100ml for full strength spirits not only do not provide meaningful information, but 

also result in consumer confusion.   

 

We therefore believe that Format B should be used generally for alcohol beverages (including pre-

mixed spirits), and Format C should be used for spirits-based beverages that are great than 20% 

ABV, with a prescribed serving size of 30ml.   

 

 

Servings per package v standard drinks per package 
 

You will note that Versions B and C do not carry the “servings per package” detail.  This is because 

we are concerned about the requirement of providing information about the total number of 

serves per container, when the number of standard drinks per container is already mandatory.   

 

For full strength spirits, particularly those who do not have the standard 40% ABV, it is likely that 

these two figures will be different.  A higher strength whisky or gin may still have a serving size of 

30ml, but a much higher number of standard drinks.  We tested with consumers how they 

interpreted having both numbers presented on label.   

 

Feedback from participants in the qualitative testing confirmed our hypothesis that having different 

numbers for the standard drinks per container and servings per container resulted in confusion.  

Even when respondents understood that 

standard drinks were based on alcohol content 

and serving size was a conventional pour of that 

type of alcohol, the ability to apply the 

information and potentially convert calories to 

standard drinks resulted in a reluctance to engage 

with the information at all. 

 

When looking at the mocked label (Format A) to 

the left, responses from participants included: 
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“I’m confused.  What’s the difference between servings per package and the 8 standard drinks?” 
 
‘So... servings per package varies from the standard drinks...?’ 
 
‘Yeah, I definitely don’t understand the difference between the two (serving size and standard 
drinks).’ 

 
 
100ml serve for full strength spirits 
 

We also have strong concerns about presenting energy information in a 100ml measurement for 

full strength spirits.  We note that for spirits, 100ml might represent three, four or even more 

standard drinks in that measurement, depending on the alcoholic strength of the beverage.  Given 

the drinking guidelines from the National Health and Medical Research Council, we believe it may 

cause confusion for consumers to provide energy information in this format.   

 

The qualitative analysis found there was broad agreement among participants in both Australian 

and New Zealand that 30ml was the standard serving size for spirits, and that spirits were unique 

(contrasted with beer and wine) in that size.  When shown the energy information in both 100ml 

and 30ml, participants expressed familiarity with the 100ml size, and said they would find it useful 

to compare among different spirits.  

 

However, when utilised to compare energy information with beer and wine, there was a shift.  

When considering this 100ml measure of energy, there was evidence that about one in four 

respondents would misinterpret the information, resulting in the consumption of more calories 

than anticipated.  This misinterpretation occurred when respondents were asked to compare the 

energy intake from one drink of spirits to another alcohol beverage.   

 

Participants looked at the 100ml of spirits, wine and beer, noting the energy content, and thought 

spirits had the highest number of calories.  They misunderstood that the size of typical serves for 

different drinks were substantially different, and therefore miscalculated their actual calorie 

consumption.   

 

Additionally, some respondents also indicated the inclusion of the energy information per 100ml 

indicated to them that 100ml was a suitable serving size. 

 

After thinking through and describing the steps they would use in real life to make comparisons 

within and across alcohol categories, these spirits drinkers eventually dismissed the idea that they 

would use the 100ml information to compare beverages. 

 

Instead, respondents quickly shifted to using the per serve energy information as their point of 

comparison, particularly when comparing across drinks categories. 

 

Ultimately, after considering all the options, respondents preferred Format C - the label that 

contained only energy information relating to Serving size (30ml) - as this was the information that 

would be used most effectively. Reducing the amount of information provided on labels to the 

most important and utilised components aids in reducing the ‘noise’ and cognitive loads for the 

consumer, increasing the likelihood that the information will be processed and shifted to long-term 

memory. 

 

Please refer to Appendix 1 for further details in the research. 
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Energy claims and the full Nutritional Information Panel 
 

The FSANZ paper clearly states that: 

 

The current requirement to label beverages containing alcohol with a NIP if a nutrition content or 
health claim is made would remain in place. 
 

Our question is should a producer simply want to make an energy claim (e.g. “Only 68 calories per 

can”) would this require the full Nutritional Information Panel?   

 

Our view is that if the nutrition or health claim is limited to energy, there is no reason why the 

energy information panel should not suffice to be provided, instead of the full NIP.   

 

 

Alignment with other FSANZ proposals 
 

In the FSANZ paper, it was noted that there were two additional proposals currently in progress 

that are related to this proposal: P1049 – Carbohydrate and Sugar Claims on Alcoholic Beverages; 

and P1058 – Nutrition Labelling about Added Sugars.  FSANZ has noted that for P1049:  

 

If P1049 results in changes to the permissions for carbohydrate and/or sugar claims about alcoholic 
beverages, the labels (and advertising) of some alcoholic beverages may need to be changed. 
Consequently, this proposal is being progressed in tandem with P1059 to minimise the potential 
impact on industry of having to make multiple label changes and to consider the implication of any 
label changes on consumers ability to make informed choices. 

 

It also noted for P1058: 

 

Reviewing existing exemptions for a NIP, including that for alcoholic beverages, is out of scope of 
P1058. However any changes to labelling requirements for added sugars may apply to alcoholic 
beverages. 

 

Meaning that for alcohol beverages that continue to use the full NIP after the implementation of 

energy labelling, changes may be required to amend labels with respect to added sugars, which 

could affect pre-mixed spirits beverages and liqueurs.   

 

It is our view that the implementation period for labelling changes for all three proposals should be 

aligned, to minimise the cost to businesses.   

 

We also note that individual Australian states and territories are also considering changes with 

respect to beverage containers that are within scope of their respective container deposit schemes.  

Full strength spirits bottles are currently being considered for inclusion in schemes in several states, 

and if so included, would require label changes to note that these bottles are eligible for refund 

under the various state and territory schemes.  Ideally, the timing of these label changes would also 

align to the FSANZ labelling changes, to sure cost-efficiency for businesses.   

 

We would further argue that given these proposed changes, on top of the recent change to include 

a revised format for the pregnancy-related messaging and logo, has imposed significant cost and 

disruption for business, including the large number of new and emerging distillers across both 

countries, there should be a moratorium on further label changes for a period of at least 10 years.   

 

  
































































