FOOD
VE

www.foodactive.org.uk

@food_active

POSITION STATEMENT:

ENERGY DRINKS

KEY MESSAGES

A Young people in the UK consume more energy drinks than in any other European country.

A The evidence suggests that the use of energy drinks is likely to be detrimental to children and
young people’s health and wellbeing in both the short and long term.

A Energy drinks are heavily marketed to teenagers, particularly boys, through the sponsorship of
extreme sports and games.

Definition: An energy drink (ED) is a type of
beverage containing high levels of sugar and caffeine
and which is marketed as providing mental and
physical stimulation. They are categorised specifically
by their high caffeine content (>150mg/litre) [1].

Energy drinks in the UK

Despite sales of soft drinks steadily declining, EDs
continue to grow in popularity in the UK, rising from
517 million litres sold in 2011 to 675 million litres in
2016 [2].

A survey of European countries found that young
people between 10-18 years in the UK consume more
EDs on average than in other countries [3]. More than
two-thirds of young people surveyed in the UK had
consumed EDs in the past year. Research also suggests
that these drinks are more popular with boys and
young men [3, 4].

Reasons behind consuming these drinks are largely
related to taste, price and energy-seeking, but recent
evidence shows branding and marketing also play a
part in young people’s consumption choices [1].

Despite the Soft Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL) and the
conseqguent reduction of sugar in many EDs and new
‘zero sugar’ varieties, many still contain as much as 48g
sugar per serving — 160% of a teenagers recommended
daily intake of free sugars (30g).

However, the SDIL has done little to address the
caffeine content of these drinks. The typical caffeine
content found in a 500ml ED is roughly 160mg, which
is the equivalent of 2 shots of espresso coffee [5].

There are currently no UK guidelines on caffeine
consumption. However, the existing evidence
suggests 2.5mg/ kg body mass per day is a safe
amount of caffeine for children and adolescents [6]. To
put this into context, a 16-year-old girl, weighing about

57kg, would be safe to consume around 142 mg daily,
which is less than the total caffeine content found in
most EDs.

However, a recent Norwegian risk assessment
concluded 3 mg /kg body mass per day may induce
effects on the cardiovascular and central nervous
system and 1.4 mg /per kg body mass per day can
cause sleep disturbance [7]. Yet, the EU Food Safety
Authority claimed EDs and their ingredients are safe [8]
— a position which is disputed by the World Health
Organisation and the current evidence base [9].

What does the evidence say?

A EDs can cause immediate health problems
including headaches, stomach ache and sleeping
problems[10].

A ED consumption clusters with health-damaging
behaviours — including binge drinking, smoking,
illicit drug use, screen time and poor dietary
behaviours[11].

A High consumption of sugar can negatively impact
oral health and increase risk of obesity, type 2
diabetes and other diseases [12].

A There may be some benefits of ED in sport
performance, but findings have been based on
small numbers of elite junior athletes and should be
treated with caution [13].

A A rigorous review of the literature reveals that
caffeine and other stimulant substances contained
in EDs have no place in the diet of children and
adolescents [14]

A EDs also contain other ‘stimulant’ ingredients,
including Taurine, Guava and Ginseng. However,
the evidence around these ingredients implications
on health is limited [15].




National policy

The UK's voluntary code of practice on EDs states
companies cannot promote or market their ED to
under 16’s. They must also display a high caffeine
warning to children and pregnant women on the
product label [17]. However, we see a plethora of
different marketing techniques to attract teenagers to
these drinks — including sponsorship of extreme
sporting events (Monster Moto GP), gaming, sport
icons (Lewis Hamilton Monster drink ‘LH44") and more
recently football clubs (Red Bull Liepzig) [18].

A voluntary sales restriction was introduced by most
leading supermarkets to prohibit the sale of EDs to
under 16’s in 2017. However, the restrictions have not
been imposed by all retailers — including convenience
and discounter stores, which many teens currently visit
on their journey to and from school. Furthermore,
research suggests the majority (54%) of underage
“mystery shoppers” who were sent into outlets of the
major supermarkets who had publicly committed to
the ban were able to buy EDs unchallenged [19]. Until
there is a level playing field, impact will be limited.

The Commons Science and Technology Committee
launched an enquiry into EDs in 2018, which after
reviewing the evidence concluded ‘there is not
enough evidence for a statutory ban’. This was owing
to lack of randomised controlled trials on children —
which are not permitted on under 16s [20].

As part of the Government’s Childhood Obesity Plan
Chapter 2, a 12-week consultation was launched on
ending the sale of EDs to under 16s/18 year olds and
closed in November 2018 (outcome pending) [21].

RECOMMENDATIONS

Our position and what we will do

Advocacy: In 2015 we launched the ‘Give Up Loving
Pop’ campaign to raise awareness of the health harms
associated with consuming too many sugary drinks —
including EDs. As part of the campaign, we have
developed Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3 PSHE
resources which educate children on why energy
drinks have no role in children and young people’s
diet. Particularly in KS3, we also raise awareness of the
tactful and clever marketing technigues industry use to
target teenagers with their EDs.

In addition to this, we have featured on a BBC Radio 5
Live investigation on consumption of EDs in young
people to discuss the associated health risks. This
programme contributed to the growing pressure on
retailers to voluntarily restrict sales to children, which
followed just weeks after airing.

Policy change: We submitted an official response to
the Department for Health and Social Care's
consultation to end the sale of EDs to children in
November 2018. We responded in favour of a
mandatory sales restriction on EDs to under 18 year
olds. The response was shared across the Food Active
network in the North West and on the Food Active
website to encourage as many responses as possible.

In addition to a sales restriction, we highlighted our
concerns around the marketing of energy drinks to
children and young people to ensure there is a
consistent message that energy drinks are not suitable
for children. We eagerly await the outcome of the
consultation and will respond accordingly.

A Ensure a mandatory sales restriction on energy drinks to children and young people becomes

UK legislation.

A Support local authorities and appropriate departments (i.e. trading standards) as well as
industry and retailers in the implementation and monitoring of the ban.

A Consider reducing the marketing of energy drinks to children and young people to form part of
a comprehensive range of measures to reduce children’s exposure to energy drinks.
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