Asahi boss says digital entertainment is reshaping global alcohol consumption patterns
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The landscape of alcohol consumption is undergoing significant transformation, driven less by generational health concerns and more by the advent of digital entertainment. Atsushi Katsuki, the chief executive of Asahi, one of the world's foremost brewing companies, highlighted this shift, asserting that gaming, video streaming, and social media are reshaping how consumers engage with alcohol. He remarked, “Alcohol used to occupy a much bigger share of people’s entertainment and joy,” indicating that the wider array of digital pastimes has diminished alcohol's role in social activities.
This perspective emerges amidst a global decline in alcohol sales volume, which fell by 1% in 2023, contrasted by a 2% increase in value as consumers gravitate towards premium options. Such trends suggest that while overall consumption may be moderating, it is accompanied by a heightened desire for quality, according to insights from IWSR, a leading data provider. This bifurcation in consumer behaviour reflects a broader trend: individuals are not only drinking less but are also willing to invest more in beverages that enhance their drinking experience.
The World Health Organization has advocated for stringent health warnings on alcoholic products, equating them with tobacco in terms of risk. However, Katsuki challenges this notion, contesting the claim that there is “no safe level” of alcohol consumption. He points to studies suggesting potential benefits of moderate alcohol intake, asserting, “there’s little scientific basis” for the argument against alcohol when consumed responsibly. Asahi is actively adapting to these shifts by targeting overlooked demographics such as gamers and influencers, aiming to build interest in both high-end alcoholic beverages and low-alcohol alternatives.
Asahi is not alone in navigating this evolving marketplace. The rise of no- and low-alcohol beverages is indicative of a significant industry trend, particularly among millennials and Generation X. This shift is propelled by a convergence of economic considerations and health consciousness, with many consumers opting for alternatives that offer enjoyment without the associated hangovers. Some traditional alcohol producers are responding by expanding their portfolios to include these lighter options, which not only satisfy a growing demand but also mitigate the negative impacts of binge drinking. The global market for these products was valued at over $13 billion and continues to show robust growth potential.
Interestingly, while some analysts express concern that weight-loss medications like Ozempic could further depress alcohol sales, Asahi has not yet observed any detrimental effects. Katsuki posits that as individuals improve their health through such treatments, there may even be an increase in alcohol consumption among those previously advised against drinking. This perspective explores the nuanced relationship between health and consumption patterns, suggesting that improved well-being may create new opportunities for alcohol marketers.
Asahi's financial performance reflects this optimism, with shares recently reaching record highs, buoyed by a newly revised shareholder returns policy and Japan's return to inflation after a prolonged period of stagnation. Looking ahead, Katsuki envisions a future wherein zero- and low-alcohol products could comprise as much as half of Asahi's sales by 2040, reflecting a determined effort to pivot the company’s strategy in line with shifting consumer preferences. He remains keen on expanding Asahi's footprint in the U.S. market, previously seen as a significant gap in the company’s portfolio, despite challenges posed by tariffs.
The ongoing evolution within the alcohol industry underscores a pivotal moment where traditional consumption patterns are being reevaluated in light of emerging social trends and economic realities. As digital entertainment continues to claim a greater share of consumers' leisure time, the alcohol sector will need to innovate and adapt to maintain its relevance amid shifting values and preferences. This dynamic not only has implications for marketing strategies but also frames the broader conversation about health and well-being in relation to alcohol consumption going forward.
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