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Food marketing to children

• Promotes unhealthy products

• Increases preferences and requests

• Likely contributes to poor diets, obesity 
and related diseases

• “Insufficient evidence” that food advertising 
negatively affects teens (12-17)

(2005)



Food industry initiatives

Canadian Children’s 
Food & Beverage 
Advertising Initiative:

100% of TV, radio, print 

and internet ads 

primarily directed to 

children under 12 years 

of age will be for 

healthier dietary choices
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New evidence

Need to reevaluate the definition of 
“children” who should be protected from 
unhealthy food marketing

• Developmental vulnerabilities

• Behavioral risks

• Food industry developments



Defining “children”
Aim to reduce the impact of marketing on 
children’s diets (WHO, 2012)

2-5 years Cannot understand “persuasive 

intent”

6-11 years Unable to “defend” against 

marketing

12-14 years Increasing independence

Greater vulnerability 

15-17 years Still developing self-regulatory

abilities



Developmental vulnerabilities

• Recognition and skepticism ≠ defense

• Reward sensitivity and impulse control

• Peer influence

• Materialism

• Identity formation

• Emotional response

“Letting tweens adopt 

brands as they wish to, 

making them an integral 

part of their lives, turns 

them into brand 

ambassadors.”

POPAI



Greater media usage

• 12- to 14-year-olds see the most food 
ads on TV (16 ads-per-day)

• 11- to 14-year-olds spend the most time 
on the computer (1:46 min-per-day)

– Social networks, games, videos



Plus greater independence

Middle-school students

• Visit corner stores

• Visit fast food restaurants

• Purchase a la carte and vending foods 
in schools



Equals worse diet

Diet quality declines in middle school

• 40% of calories are “empty” (800-per-day)

• 2/3 consume one sugary drink per day 
(225 calories-per-day)

• 41% consume fast food on a given day 
(310 additional calories)



Food industry pledge

“We recognize that the special nature and 
needs of children requires particular care 
and diligence on the part of advertisers”

Our Vision, Canadian Children’s Food & 

Beverage Advertising Initiative



TV ads per category



Youth-targeted marketing 

Other marketing (not traditional media) 
expenditures: $1.1 billion in 2009

Source: FTC 2012    *Excludes cost of kids’ meal toys



New product introductions

Targeting “teens”



What do parents think?

Food and beverage advertising to 

children

Agreement     

(1-10)

Encourages children to ask parents for foods 7.7

Affects everyone (not just children) 7.7

Increases food preferences 7.2

Encourages unhealthy snacking 6.9

Promotes unhealthy foods 6.9

Creates lifelong eating habits 6.8

Makes parents’ jobs harder 6.5

Affects the products you buy for your children 6.1

2009-2011 Rudd Center Public Opinion Tracking Survey



Changing public opinions

Awareness of 

unhealthy 

marketing

Perceived 

negative impact

Support for 

marketing 

restrictions

.11*** .53***

.01 (ns)

Source:  Goren, Harris, Schwartz & Brownell, 2010

• 2-step process:



Recommendations

Food industry self-regulation should:

• Protect children 2-14 years old

• Expand definition of “child-directed” 
media

• Cover all forms of child-directed 
marketing

Federal/state/local policy options available



For more information

Available at:
www.yaleruddcenter.org/resources/upload/docs/what/reports/Protecting_Older_Children_3.14.pdf
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