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Reconciling Sales Promotion and Corporate Social Responsibility in the Beer Industry in France

Abstract

The purpose of the present research was to study two, apparently conflicting, aspects of marketing communication in the beer industry, sales promotion and corporate social responsibility. For several years, beer companies in France such as Kronenbourg and Heineken have made commitments to promote responsible drinking. At the same time, they have increased the use of sales promotion with a goal to boost sales and generate more profits. A mixed method research was employed, consisting of in-person interviews with two groups of beer consumers: students and adults from the north of France. The findings show a relatively weak significance of sales promotion efforts compared to perception of quality. Respondents demonstrated awareness of the problems associated with alcoholic beverage consumption and recognize that prevention measures are necessary. At the same time, they do not hold beer companies responsible and are not aware of companies’ efforts to reduce excessive consumption of their products. 

Introduction

This paper explores the dichotomy in marketing communications for the beer industry which drives companies to be good corporate citizens by promoting responsible drinking while at the same time increasing sales promotion in order to boost sales and profits. While most products and services are marketed in an environment where few considerations exist beyond the exchange between the consumer and the firm, certain products are required – either by regulation or by society – to engage in marketing with an eye to the unintended audiences or to unintended negative consequences. Those products may be legal, such as tobacco, guns, gambling, tobacco and alcohol, but they have a high probability of being consumed in a socially unacceptable way (Davidson 1996). Thus, some questionable products face a complex challenge of increasing sales and profitability for the firm and its shareholders, while at the same time marketing them in ways that cannot be questioned by regulators and opposed interest groups. 

On the one hand, some beer companies such as Kronenbourg and Heinekin have made a commitment to promote “responsible drinking
.” In its annual report for 2004, Heinekin, e.g., states, “We want to do everything we can to prevent the abuse and misuse of our products.” Such companies even work closely with associations having responsibility for standards of automobile regulation in the context of drinking and driving.  

In France, the producers’ organisation “Entreprise et Prevention” has the mission to fight against alcohol abuse and to promote reasonable consumption and self-regulation in the industry. In the United Kingdom, the drinks industry has partnered with the government to launch a new code of conduct on the sale of alcoholic drinks called “Social Responsibility Standards for the Production and Sale of Alcoholic Drinks in the UK.”

On the other hand, there is an increase in the use of sales promotions, especially in supermarkets and hypermarkets, aimed at increasing sales in the short run. This phenomenon can be traced to the increasing importance given to social problems and the growing pressure from the public about problems of alcohol abuse throughout Europe.

A brief description of beer

Beer is one of the world's oldest alcoholic beverages and was discovered as long ago as  5000 B.C. Beer is a natural product, a fermented beverage made from malted barley, hops, yeast and water.  By altering the production method by changes in time and temperature, for example or the ingredients, a wide variety of beer can be produced. Ireland, Germany, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, The Netherlands, Austria and the north of France each have their own beer styles, including ales, lagers, stout, pale and dark beers. 

In France, as in most other countries, beers are differentiated according to their colors: bière blonde, bière blanche, bière rousse and bière brune. Traditionally, beer is a product of the north of France. In the nineteenth century, each village the north owned one or even two breweries and there were 13,336 breweries in this region. Today there are approximately 150-200 small brewers in France.

The alcohol content of beers varies by local custom and taste. British ales average around 4% ABV, while Belgian beers tend to average 8% ABV
. The strength of the typical pale lager is 5% ABV. When consumed reasonably, beer contributes significant amounts of magnesium, selenium, potassium, phosphorus, and B vitamins. 

The beer market in France

The European beer market is approaching saturation. To confront this situation,  companies try to create a strong portfolio of brands to sustain competitive advantage. Vrontis (1998) pointed out the fact that branding is critically important in the beer industry. Brewing companies rely on product extension, regularly launching new beers with an image associated with the product that differs slightly from one beer to another.

France is the fifth European beer producer with 16, 8 million hectoliters, 10 % of which is exported. The brewing sector generates nearly 2 billion euros turnover and employs more than 4,500 people (Entreprise et prevention, 2004). In spite of a relatively small market and a strong wine tradition, more than 300 different beers are produced in France. The French market for beer has decreased by 1, 7 % since 2003 to reach a volume of 2.07 million liters consumed in 2004. The consumption per capita of drinking age population is the second lowest in Europe, standing at 34 liters per person in 2004, compared to over 100 liters per person in the UK. (Euromonitor, September 2005).

According to industry sources, consumption of alcohol in France is expected to fall during the 2004-2009 forecast period so one wonders how companies will manage to overcome this decrease of revenues. However, volume sales are anticipated to decline at a slower rate than preview years, with an annual average decline of 0.5% expected, compared to almost 2% during 2000-2004 (Euromonitor, 2005)

The beer industry in France is characterized by a concentration of companies. Around 85 % of total volume sales is realized by three companies: Brasseries Kronenbourg (held by Scottish and Newcastle), Sogebra (the French subsidiary of Heineken group) and IntBev (created in 2004 from the merger of Interbrew SA and Ambev). (Xerfi, 2005)  The three companies offer different types of beers to different segments: Brasseries Kronenbourg is more established in the French market in standard and economy lagers, such as Kronenbourg and Kanterbräu. Heineken has a more premium focus in terms of its beers and accounted for over 55% of volume sales of premium lager in 2003. (Euromonitor, 2005) France is also characterized by a number of small brewers, which are local producers and develop regional products. For example, in Brittany there is a beer made from seawater that you can not find elsewhere.

Beer consumption trends in France
According to a study carried out by the trade association Les Brasseurs de France, 21% of men drink beer while only 3% of women do. (Les brasseurs de France, 2004) The survey also shows that 11% drink beer several times a week, and 23% relatively rarely. Currently, the most challenging target is for brewers to recruit additional consumers among women and younger people.

The decrease in the beer market has been noticed for 25 years. This phenomenon is due to a general diminution of alcohol consumption in France since 1960 because of strong alcohol policies and communications campaigns undertaken by the government to reduce alcohol consumption.

Regional variations in terms of consumption remain important, since the regions of north and north-east France such as Nord-Pas-de Calais and Alsace have a strong beer drinking culture and account for the bulk of national production. In northern Europe, beer is consumed mainly outside mealtimes. It is basically enjoyed at the end of the day in a festive atmosphere between friends.

In France 40% of teenagers consume beer in a month, 39% spirits and 24% wine. Among young people, between 18 and 24 years old, 67% drink beer during a party. Moreover, 62% state that they consume some beer on-trade, that is in a café or pub. A survey of 16 year olds in France found that 87% believe that beer is an affordable drink and that risks related to alcohol misuse is not so important (32%) (Consommation d’alcool parmi les jeunes en France et en Europe, Choquet Marie).  According to ESPAD (European School survey Project on Alcohol and other Drugs) study, in 2003 young French people are less prone to drink in bars or nightclubs and in streets than in other countries. (Bulletin épidémiologique hebdomadaire, 12 septembre 2006) 

The segmentation used by manufacturers and the industry itself (including trade associations) reflects the “premiumisation” of the offer, with the standardisation of premium lager – known as bières spéciales – and standard beers – known as bières de luxe. Manufacturers in general are tending to develop the idea of beer as a beverage that can be drunk at various times throughout the day, with the focus on the quality of the product more than on its refreshment qualities.” (Euromonitor, 2005). 

A survey conducted by the INPES (Institut national de prévention et d'éducation pour la santé) in 2002 demonstrated that most French consumers do not know the dangers of excessive alcohol consumption. More than  half underestimate their consumption threshold and think the probability to die from a car accident caused by drunkenness is a more important risk factor than regular consumption of 4 glasses per day (Les brasseurs de France)

Non/low Alcohol beers

Sales of non-/low alcohol beer in France are not significant. In 2005, non-/low-alcohol beer accounted for just 3% of total beer volume sales. This type of beer has not adopted by many French consumers. It would be useful to understand why they are not interested in these products. According to industry sources, this type of beer is not likely to meet with significant success in the short-term, as several aspects need improvement, such as the taste and the texture.

Distribution of beer in France: increasing part of the off-trade

Supermarkets/hypermarkets are the dominant distribution channel in the French beer market, with a 72% share of sales in volume terms in 2004. (Euromonitor, September 2005).  It represents a turnover of 2 billions euros (Brasseurs de France).

Prices have remained stable for several years due to the high level of competition. Lager is in general cheaper than the other types of beer. Discounters have appeared on the beer market for several years with their own brands. Retailers such as Carrefour have also chosen to develop their own brands, particularly in the standard lager market because consumers are motivated by low pricing. (Euromonitor, October 2005) 

In France, sales and distribution of alcoholic beverages are highly regulated. Alcohol cannot be sold everywhere and never to young people under 16 years old. 

Sales promotions and alcoholic drinks industry

Sales promotions aim at increasing sales in the short run and generate extra sales (De Pelsmecker, 2001) and companies spend a considerable part of their budget on it. There are different types of sales promotion: consumer promotions by manufacturers or by retailers, trade promotions aimed at distributors and sales force promotions made by manufacturers. In this report only consumer promotions by manufacturers will be studied because it directly targets final consumers and people do not differentiate between promotions by manufacturers and promotion by retailers. If there is a promotion on Heineken beers, then they will associate the promotion to the brand and not to the retailer even if the retailer is at the origin of this promotion. 

The objectives of sales promotions are to attract new customers, to make existing customer loyal, reward loyal customers, increase the market size by stimulating the use of an entire product category and to reinforce other communication tools.  The further the product progress through its life cycle, the more managers tend to allocate more budgets to sales promotion. It is the same case for lower priced brands (Low,  2000). Moreover retailers have high influence on the final price and use of sales promotion.

We can distinguish 3 main types of consumer promotions

1) Monetary incentive

Shelf price cuts are an immediate discount without conditions. Coupons or vouchers can be inserted in print ads, newspaper or on the pack. Cash refund is a discount offered after  sending the proof of purchase. Product plus or extra value promotion is a promotion which consist of an extra quantity of the product temporarily offered at the same selling price. Saving cards or trading stamps are more retailers oriented. It aims at stimulating store loyalty

2) Contests and sweepstakes

Contests are based on chance to win a prize. It is according to DePelsmecker a relatively

effective promotion tool because it appeals to consumers.

3) Product promotions

Sampling is used for products with a very broad target group and aims at generating trial by the consumer. Premiums are small gift offered with a product, for beers it often includes glasses with the brand on them. Self liquidating premiums are premiums that can be obtained in exchange for a number of purchase and possibly extra amount of money. It is the same goal as direct premiums but is less direct for the consumer because it requires multiple and repetitive purchases.

In France supermarkets, which are the top distribution channel for beer, regularly make sales promotions for famous beer brands such as Heineken or Kronenbourg. In fact, the price war is significant and supermarkets do not hesitate to reduce prices and offer sales promotion of well-known brands such as Kronenbourg and Heineken as well as their own label beers.

Nearly all companies need to use sales promotions as either offensive and/or defensive tools in the battle for market share (Srinivasan, 2004). As a consequence, the consumer’s brand choice is influenced by the sales promotion campaigns. Prior to making a decision, the typical consumers will take into account whether or not a promotion exists (Alvarez, 2004). They may also buy something they had not planned or buy something in a greater quantity because there is a promotion. Sales promotion can in fact create an impulse purchase, when the need has been created or revealed in-store. 

Bayley (1998) describes different types of impulse shopping. Two of them are interesting to focus on for sales promotion:  Accelerator impulse concerns people who want to purchase in advance for the future. In terms of sales promotion the answer is a promotion of the type “buy 2 get one free” or one product offered in a package of 5 products for example. Blind impulse occurs when people are overwhelmed by the product and they can not resist buying it. This can be the case when there is a very big promotion, a “good deal” that one can not miss. Sales promotions in the beer industry are used for a number of reasons such as to showcase a new brand or product, to introduce new customers to a particular product, to provide a special offer to customers for a limited period on a popular or established product.

A 1999 study conducted by Fearne, Donaldson and Norminton, on the impact of sales promotion on the spirits category in UK found that promotions have a slight positive impact on the volume of sales: Promotions such as multibuys appear largely to reward loyal buyers, and. other promotions, such as price and gift offers, appeal more to consumers who do not purchase spirits so frequently and also attract people who are less brand and store loyal.

However, given that producers of alcoholic beverages have no control over who sees the promotional advertising in supermarkets and in train stations, is there a potential or real conflict between what brewers say in their corporate reports and what they actually do?

The ethical marketing concept and corporate social responsibility

During the last several years the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) concept has appeared in marketing strategies because of the pressure from society on companies and managers. The societal marketing concept introduces CSR into marketing practices. This can be defined as a strategic decision whereby an organization undertakes an obligation to society, for example in the form of sponsorship, commitment to local communities, attention to environmental issues and responsible advertising (Ness, 1992). In the drinks industry one of these decisions has been to promote “responsible drinking”. 

Ethical marketing entails putting values into each aspect of the marketing tasks including advertising, public relations and sales promotions). Macchiette and Roy (1994) described it as “the process of establishing a social responsibility policy as a fully integrated, systematic component of the marketing program, carefully incorporated into each promotional plan.” Corporate social responsibility has become a key success factor for some companies but for the moment, CSR is not recognized as a competitive advantage for a beer company. In this industry CSR is more a response to public concerns about health problems and censures from public authorities. 

Profitability goals are still significant for companies even if customer well being has a greater importance now. In fact companies are not ready. “Clearly, if all competitors refrained from price promoting, then its absence would have a positive effect upon overall sales in the spirits category. However, it is evident that the impact of tactical promotions to increase share and volume growth in this sector can be significant” (Fearne, 1997) 

Companies are not seen yet in general as socially responsible; social responsibility appears to be not really communicated but is more used as a tool of public relations.  (Piacentini, 2000) Piacennti further states that retailers that have adopted socially responsible approach did so because of the customer pressure. Abratt and Sacks (1987) studied perceptions of the societal marketing concept at the producers’ level in the liquor industry. This research reveals, among others things, that alcoholic beverage were felt to be marketed in a responsible way but we can wonder about the perception of societal marketing today in France. 

“Communication often remains the missing link in the practice of corporate responsibility,” according to Dawkins (2004). She suggests also that effective communication of CSR depends on a clear strategy, which evaluates both the opportunities and the risks to the brand. Dawkins highlights a number of key points to communicate on CSR: develop a clear communications strategy taking into account risks and benefits to the brand, adapt the message to the different types of audiences while maintaining the coherence of the message,  and coordinate communications and actions

Everyone does not share the point of view that CSR can be profitable and can make economic sense. Crane and Desmond (2002) argued that the societal marketing concept is not sincere and it is not a moral reconstruction of marketing because of its egoism nature. The authors view marketing as a rational instrumental decision-making and say that all companies want is to make profit. Peter Frankental (2001) insists on the fact that CSR can only have real substance if it has concrete measures in the company such as changes in company law relating to governance, rewards by financial markets, external audits. According to him companies are judged by markets primarily according to financial indicators (profits, earnings per share. Some rating organizations specialized in sustainable development such as Vigeo in France and Dow Jones Sustainability Index have appeared since few years but their impact thus far has not been very significant.

A will from government and producer associations

Several associations such as the Portman group, Entreprise et prévention in France and the European Forum for Responsible Drinking represent producers of spirits and beers in general, while others are specific to the beer industry, including the British Beer & Pub Association (United Kingdom), the Brewers of Europe as well as Les brasseurs de France.  All have denounced the problem of excessive consumption of alcohol and developed standards to respect the responsible drinking message.

Grant and O’Connell (2004) point out that a collaboration between companies and other stakeholders is essential, as no single sector can effectively tackle these issues alone. “No single prescription can be offered to society – any society – on how to address the harms associated with alcohol abuse.” Dialogue between different actors of the society (government, companies, health authorities, shareholders, consumers) is necessary to construct effective alcohol policies.

Commitments undertaken by beer companies

In addition to membership in “Enterprise et Prevention” the three main companies mentioned in the sector review have their own prevention programs which concern their products

· Kronenbourg

In pubs and supermarkets/hypermarkets, Kronenbourg is present with two variants of non-low alcohol beer: Kronenbourg Pur Malt and Tourtel, with Tourtel appealing to younger people, as it is pitched as a premium non-/low-alcohol beer. Brasseries Kronenbourg commits itself not to produce beer with alcohol by volume superior to 8% and does not produce alcopops, a blend of  alcohol and soft drinks giving the beverage a strong sweet taste and the impression of drinking lemonade.

· Heineken

Heineken is the only brewer to write a specific CSR report in which one can see all their commitments to promote responsible drinking, including:  

- Heineken includes a message on all bottles and cans worldwide that invites consumers to visit a newly developed Heineken responsible consumption website:  www.enjoyheinekenresponsibly.com.

- Publication of Rules & Guidelines on Responsible Commercial Communications to outline how all external Heineken communications such as web text, broadcast advertisement and print advertising can comply with their alcohol policy. In other words, the guidelines ensure none of marketing materials inadvertently encourage alcohol abuse or misuse.

· Interbrew

Interbrew recognize in its annual report that irresponsible consumption of beer can have a negative impact on people and society in general. They state that it is everyone’s choice but they have the duty to sensible consumers and promote moderate consumption. They state: “While our communications encourage them to enjoy our products, we must ensure that we only promote the responsible consumption of our beers.” InBev has developed a Commercial Communications Code that provides guidance to commercial operations to ensure that all promotions are made in a responsible manner.  The Code applies to all forms of brand marketing or commercial communications for all InBev beer brands above 0.5% alcohol by volume.

The aim was to evaluate the perception of people on two range of marketing

area for the beer industry: sales promotion and corporate social responsibility. 

Objectives of the research

The objectives of this research can be separated in two main points:

1) Understand to what extent sales promotions in supermarkets have an impact on consumer behaviour in the beer market. 

2) Understand to what extent consumers are aware of the problems that can be caused by excessive alcohol consumption and how much responsibility they believe beer producers have to prevent them. 

This can be further broken down into 4 points

1) Understand the impact of sales promotion in supermarkets on consumer behavior

2) Understand which kind of promotion has more impact on them.

3) Understand in which extent consumers are health consciousness and aware of “responsible” consumption.

4) Understand their perception of responsibility of beer companies.

Methodology

Secondary data sources included academic journals, textbooks, Internet-based beverage associations, national and international survey reports, and beer companies’ annual reports. They were consulted in order to have a more precise idea of challenges facing the beer industry and also to have an overview of the solutions proposed by ICAP (International Center for Alcohol Policies). 

Another key source of information was personal observation of sales promotions made by beer companies. The observation was not only made in stores but also on the Internet and outdoors communication. The researchers subscribed to beer companies’ newsletters which include promotional offers. Outdoor promotions were observed in Paris 

Research design
This research was based on a qualitative approach using a topic guide and face to face interviews. As defined by Malhotra, qualitative research is made to understand marketing phenomena that are inherently difficult to measure. The recommendations of Rossamn and Rallis (1998) were taken into account: interviews took place directly in the home of the respondents for a higher involvement, higher trust level and a degree of privacy. After testing the topic guide, some questions were refined while others were re-positioned in the mixed method questionnaire or topic guide.

Mixed research is research in which quantitative and qualitative techniques are mixed in a single study. It is a pragmatic model in which researchers use a combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods. In the case of this research an emphasis placed on qualitative data. The mixed research procedure was chosen because the aim was to go deep in the understanding of the societal or ethical marketing concept for consumers of beer and at the same time understand the impact of sales promotion. So the need to explore two different area of marketing at the same time explains this choice.

The topic guide was designed after consulting the literature to narrow the subject of research. The topic guide was drafted by listing all the issues to be explored and then ranking the questions in order to arrive at the key points of the research without elucidating the aim of the interview before the end.  Indeed,  the first part of the discussions centered not on alcohol but about attitudes towards sales promotions in general.

The topic guide was tested and revised with a limited number of respondents. For example, in the initial draft, there was a question about Corporate Social Responsibility, especially related to the alcohol industry, but the meaning of CSR was not obvious for the interviewees. Consequently, several examples such as actions carried out by some companies were included in the final version.

During the 18 in-depth interviews conducted, there were main themes noted and measured:  

· Perception of sales promotion in general

· Perception of sales promotion concerning beer products

· Alcohol consumption habits

· Understanding of their beer purchase behavior (importance of brand, product

itself, promotions…)

· Perception of alcoholism problems in France

· Understanding of the CSR concept

· Understanding of the CSR concept related to beer industry

· Perception of company’s responsibility in beer industry.

Sampling and recruitment

Sixteen people were interviewed: 8 French students and 8 adults from the north of France. These  two groups of respondents were selected for the following reasons. 

Students are one of the largest  alcohol  consumer  groups,  and they also tend to have less disposable income, so supermarket discounts on beer often target them.  Moreover  many students regularly consume more than the amount considered safe. 18-24 year olds consume on average five half-liter glasses during a party. Road accidents due to alcohol are the first cause of mortality of the 18-24 years (Ministry for Health website), which means that their perceptions are important to construct an effective solution.  

The second group, comprising 8 adults from the north of France, were representative of the region of the country where the highest number of adult beer consumers are. This group provided a useful way of comparing present behaviors and perceptions of corporate responsibility as well as possible future behaviors among the student group.

Student participants were recruited personally by unannounced visit to each room in a university residence hall. All participants were assured that the purpose of the interview was non-judgmental and that all responses would remain strictly confidential. None of the participants were personally known to the interviewer.

Adult participants were recruited from a convenience sample of individuals known by the interviewer in order to ensure that they were from the geographic region in which the highest number of beer drinkers are to be found.

Extensive handwritten notes were taken during each interview and data was then transcribed and responses entered in a table to further analyze it and seek thematic trends. In the second phase, all data and responses were read again in order to further analyse the trends and begin comparison between the two different groups. The detailed analysis was then made, topic by topic, and all the answers were compared to try to find common conclusions to the research. Finally, interpretation of the data was conducted and findings reported.

Findings

Analysis of in-store observations

In-store observations were useful not only to construct the topic guide but also as a first effort to analyse the strategy of beer companies in sales promotion. Supermarkets were visited several times to observe and analyse the behavior of customers in the aisles where beer is sold. It was noted in each instance that people do not stay a long time to choose beers which gives the impression that they buy because they know in advance the brand they will buy. However, younger people, who seemed to be preparing for a party, stayed longer to choose their beers. They compared prices and current promotions in order to get the best quality and the biggest quantity for the lowest price.

Another phenomenon observed is the purchase of non-alcohol beer by women while their husband/friend bought “normal” beers. Each one of them has bought their “own” beer.  Multibuy purchases were  also observed. In fact, on the occasion of a big promotion for Leffe beer which proposed a pack of twelve bottles for free for two packets bought, in less than five minutes two men were observed putting in the trolley these three packets of beer.

Analysis of interviews

Perception of sales promotions

There is no evidence of the susceptibility or receptivity of people to sales promotion. To the question: “Are you sensitive to sales promotions,” half of the respondents agreed and the other half disagreed. Men seem to be less interested in sales promotions than women. The three types of promotions most appreciated by interviewees are the following: an immediate and unconditional price discount, e.g. 25% off the regular price, buy-one-get-one-free promotion, and multibuy purchases and premiums. Contrary to expectations, the multibuy purchase was not the first choice of interviewees. 

Sales promotions are seen by all people interviewed as the occasion to save money and benefit from a good deal. Just two persons said that it was the occasion to try new products. There is no link between the type of promotion and the age of respondents. Everyone preferred immediate price discount because it represents the notion of saving money. 

It appears that people are interested in the promotion of products they buy most often and they prefer buying in quantity to stock up on certain products. Moreover people prefer when promotions are made on well known brands because “It’s the chance to buy product that I usually do not buy”.

Beer consumption habits

As it was expected from the literature review, students revealed themselves to consume beer with friends during parties and adults to consume more at home or in a pub. Contrary to that, adults know more how to savor beer, probably because they have more experience and also more money to spend for quality beers. Two adults from the north of France pointed out that they often go to Belgium in order to buy beers because “there is more choice than in France, it is better and less expensive”

Perception of sales promotion in the beer market

People were asked to evaluate purchase criteria when buying beer: Price, quality of product, brand, and finally sales promotion. It is important here to make a distinction between the two kinds of respondents: students and adults. For students interviewed price is important but not the most important. They consider quality of the product more important. Promotions are not considered as important as expected. It is interesting to note that the answers of the adults are not so different from those of the students except that for the price is not quite so important and the quality of the beer and brand are much more important. Percentage of alcohol and sales promotion were considered least important.

After this question 10 kinds of real sales promotions were presented to interviewees. They were asked to choose 3 of them and to tell why they chose those promotions. The aim of this question was to see if people are more interested in buying in quantity or not. It is difficult to say which kind of promotion people prefer but yet two promotions differentiate themselves from the others: a Heineken offer which proposed a special package composed of a 75cl bottle of beer and 2 glasses and a €0,5 reduction from a future purchase of Carlsberg. Concerning Heineken premium promotion respondents talked in terms of gifts but it is not written on the pack that the glasses were free. 

Awareness of alcohol problems in France 

At this stage some figures were exposed such as the number of direct deaths because of alcohol in France (45 000 persons/year), the percentage of road accidents caused by alcohol (46%/per year) and also health problems that can be caused by an excessive consumption of alcohol and people were asked to react to these statements.

Few of the participants knew about the problems France is facing with alcohol abuse in terms of the statistics cited. But interviewees were not really surprised about these facts and, in general, they recognized that alcohol is an undeniable cause of death and that a real problem exists. In both groups, some of them were concerned about it and try to find an answer to these problems. For example someone stated “we should reinforce prevention to avoid this situation” but some other respondents were less concerned and just said, “it is reality” or “Yes, it is important but everyone knows that. It’s not a real surprise”  Yet all of the people in this study expressed concern about drink-driving problems and made statements such as,  “I never drive after drinking.” They also think that the general population is aware, which means that the national alcohol policies are effective.

Judgment about responsibility of producers

Surprisingly, companies such as Kronenbourg and Heineken were not seen by students as responsible for the harm that alcohol can cause.  Seven  respondents thought that such companies have right to make profit. “They do their job, it is normal” stated one of them. Another one argues that “it is normal in a consumer society to make profit.” Only two of them recognized that companies were responsible because “they want more and more customers and for that they are ready to do a lot of things, even to sell to younger people.” 

Adults interviewed were more mature in their judgment and recognize that companies have a certain role to play in society today and particularly in promoting alcoholic beverage consumption in France. They are responsible, for example, in that “they associate beer with pleasure and conviviality through advertising and when they sponsor student parties.” Most respondents in both groups consider that it is everyone’s personal responsibility to choose to drink or not. 

Knowledge and thinking about alternative products

When students were asked about non-alcoholic beer most of them were surprised to know that it even exists. “A beer without alcohol?” “A beer is always with alcohol, no?” “Desperados is a ‘low alcohol beer’. Students consider beer mixed with soda as low alcohol beer because it does not have a strong or characteristic beer taste.

Concerning the participating adults, they know about non-alcoholic beers and could name the brands but they do not choose to drink them. For them “It has not the taste of beer”, “It is not a real beer.” The type of consumers these beers target are people for whom alcohol is forbidden because of religion, or their health or because they had problems with alcohol before and they decided to stop drinking but to keep the taste. 

When discussing the French prevention campaign “Celui qui conduit c’est celui qui ne boit pas” (a designated driver campaign) respondents were familiar with the slogan. “Of course I know it. You can see that in all night clubs,” but they did not know who was the sponsor of that campaign.

When we asked people if they believed that producers of beer should be surcharged as producers of tobacco are, the respondents did not believe it would have an impact on the problems associated with alcohol. Moreover there is not so much addiction as with tobacco. When consumed reasonably there is no risk of addiction nor of cancer, which is not the case with cigarettes.

Four of the respondents in the student group reported that increasing the price of beer would change their consumption habits but all indicated that they would find another, less expensive alcoholic drink. Six adult participants said that a price increase would have no effect on their consumption, one was undecided and the other said yes, but only if it is a big increase.
Discussion

The results of this study provide some support for the conclusion that beer producers have to reconcile their marketing goals and activities with being good corporate citizens. It seems that people are not as harsh with companies as expected.  Students do not think that companies should do more than is done now because they think that “everybody knows the dangers of alcohol.”  This reaction may be linked with their age and inexperience. It is normal that young people are less concerned and maybe a little bit more naive than adults, as they have not the same experience.

Conclusion and recommendations

Members of the entire alcoholic beverage industry have committed themselves to the  Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) movement. Concerning beer companies, this movement is recent. Producers such as Kronenbourg and Heineken have made commitments for  promoting “responsible drinking.” Indeed, they produce beverages that are enjoyed by millions of people, and when consumed responsibly, can be part of a healthy lifestyle but when consumed excessively, their products can cause harm to the individual consumer and others. 

 Most of the French beer companies belong to Entreprise et prevention,  an association which aims at preventing excessive or inappropriate alcoholic drink consumption. Moreover major producers have effective company marketing codes and rules to support self-regulatory and independent mechanisms to ensure that marketing does not promote an inappropriate message.

On the other hand the battle among companies to win market share has never been so strong. Because of the concentration of the market, companies frequently resort to sales promotion, particularly in supermarkets which represented in 2004 72% of total sales in volume terms. 
The present research attempted to clarify this paradox concerning beer industry and aimed at finding an answer to the question: how to reconcile sales promotion and corporate social responsibility? The main goal of this research was to study perceptions that consumers have about sales promotion and corporate social responsibility through a mixed research  technique. Two kinds of respondents were chosen: students who represent a big part of the target market for beer producers and people coming from the north of France because it is a traditional part of France where beer consumption is higher than in other parts of the country.

Findings show that people are not so sensitive to multibuy purchases and they attach more importance to the brand than the price, although for students, price remains very important. Surprisingly enough, people were quite tolerant concerning alcoholic problems in France and their judgment of producers’ responsibility were not so harsh. Students thought, in general, it was normal to make profit, which could mean that they have a negative view of the role of companies in the society and that the message that producers want to broadcast (responsible drinking) is not effective. Adults were conscious of  the problem and agreed  for more prevention. They reacted about the situation in France and judged companies responsible in that way they promote consumption of beer through advertising, sport events and students parties sponsorship. They believe it is absolutely necessary to set up stronger prevention policies even if they recognize that everyone is responsible of their own alcohol consumption.

People are not at all aware of what companies do to promote “responsible drinking.” The reputation of non/low-alcohol beers is not good at all: Most of the students did not know that such beers existed. As for adults they consider it is not real beer because it does not taste enough like beer. People do not think that increasing the price and communicating prevention in-store would decrease  consumption.

The findings of the present study hold a number of implications for marketing managers.  Regarding the results, companies can continue to use sales promotion as a marketing tool since it seems it does not impact consumption. People do not consume more beer because of sales promotion. It just assists brand switching for companies.

Regarding the lack of popularity of non/low alcohol beer among young French people and adults we conclude that companies should allocate more budget to promote this kind of beer after having improved the taste, because that is the main reproach among adults interviewed. Sampling and sales promotion of non-alcoholic beers would allow producers to demonstrate corporate social responsibility and profit through sales promotion. Companies should also emphasize quality products more than price because young people will have a more reasoned consumption if they appreciate the taste of beer.

Beer companies should associate their name with prevention campaigns more clearly in order to make people aware of their commitments.  The present research shows that companies have two kinds of communication: the political message for stakeholders and the commercial one which targets customers. If the CSR commitment is to have credibility, it must be woven into the commercial message, as well. 

Limitations and the need for further research

Points that were not particularly addressed in this research but which would deserve future study is the relationship between education and alcohol and sponsorship and alcohol. More and more people denounce open-bar parties organised by some schools in partnership with companies. Students from engineering and business schools, in particular, are given kegs of beer at little or no cost for consumption on the school premises. We can wonder about the corporate social responsibility of beer companies there.
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� Responsible drinking is defined by most authorities, including the World Health Organisation, as :


· For a man : 3 glasses of alcohol maximum per day (=36 g of pure alcohol= 3,6 units of alcohol) ;


· For a woman : 2 glasses of alcohol maximum per day = 24 g of pure alcohol = 2,4 units of alcohol) ;


· For pregnant women and children : zero consumption


One unit is the equivalent of half a pint of beer or one small glass of wine or measure of spirits.


� ABV Alcohol by Volume is the international standard for expressing the percentage of alcohol present in a given amount of beverage. 
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