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Executive summary

Healthy dietary practices are initiated early in life and form the foundation for good nutrition
and healthy development. Our food environment, which includes the nature and extent of
food marketing, influences food values and impacts dietary practices. Food marketing has
long been recognized to impact on food preferences and consumption patterns, but despite
numerous calls to action to protect children from the harmful impact of food marketing
by reducing the power of and exposure to marketing, children continue to be exposed to
it. The development of an evidence-informed policy guideline through the WHO guideline
development process will help more countries to put in place effective actions to protect
children from the harmful impact of food marketing.

As part of the guideline development process, WHO commissioned two systematic reviews,
one on the effectiveness of policies to restrict food marketing and another on the impact of
food marketing on children. Alongside these, the WHO Nutrition Guidance Expert Advisory
Group (NUGAG) Subgroup on Policy Actions requested an update of an earlier descriptive
review on the extent and nature of food marketing, and on the associative and qualitative
effects of food marketing on eating-related attitudes, beliefs and behaviours from 2009. This
publication synthesizes the evidence from that update, and also informs the WHO guideline
on policies to restrict food marketing. The update uses a structured narrative review
approach, and is based on articles published between 2009 and 2020 which were retrieved
by the searches for the two above-mentioned systematic reviews but were not considered
eligible for inclusion in either of those reviews (typically because of reasons related to study
design or absence of appropriate comparator groups).

Included studies comprised both content analysis research (i.e. research that considers
where food marketing occurs, how much there is, for which brands/products and what
creative content and marketing techniques are used) and consumer research (i.e. research
that explores individuals’ beliefs, attitudes, perceptions and behavioural responses to food
marketing) from high-income countries (HICs) and low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).
A total of 143 content analysis studies (of which 43 related to exposure, 25 to power and 75 to
both exposure and power) and 36 consumer research studies (of which 16 were associative
and 20 were qualitative) were included in the update.

This review provides evidence that food marketing continues to be prevalent everywhere
and predominantly promotes foods that contribute to unhealthy diets. When reported, the
proportion of food marketing promoting such foods was generally greater than 50%, and
in some studies over 90%. The most frequently marketed food categories included fast
food, sugar-sweetened beverages, chocolate and confectionery, salty/savoury snacks,
sweet bakery items and snacks, breakfast cereals, dairy products and desserts. There was
good evidence to suggest that food marketing promoting less healthy foods was prevalent
in settings where children gather (e.g. schools, sports clubs) and, in the context of food
marketing though the medium of TV, more frequent during children’s typical viewing times,
during school holidays, on children’s channels or around children’s programming relative
to other time periods, channels or programming genres. Some evidence indicated social
inequality in exposure to food marketing.




FOOD MARKETING EXPOSURE AND POWER AND THEIR ASSOCIATIONS WITH FOOD-RELATED ATTITUDES, BELIEFS, AND BEHAVIOURS

Studies related to the power of food marketing reported use of a wide range of creative
strategies likely to appeal to, and resonate with, young audiences. These included the use
of celebrity/sports endorsements; promotional characters; promotions, gifts/incentives and
tie-ins; competitions; games; colour, visual imagery and novel designs; animation, dynamic
elements and special effects; branding; persuasive appeals; health/nutrition claims and
disclaimers; and various other engagement techniques. Some studies suggested that use of
such strategies was more frequent or extensive in food marketing directed towards children
than in marketing aimed at adults. Strategies likely to appeal to children were also used more
frequently to promote foods that contribute to an unhealthy diet (compared with healthier
products), and during school holidays (compared with other days).

Studies which examined the impact of food marketing on diet-related outcomes focused on
commercial TV viewing or TV advertisements, often in conjunction with other mediums such
as video games, billboards and social media platforms. Among the findings related to beliefs
and attitudes was that, among adolescents, exposure to marketing of foods that contribute
to unhealthy diets was positively associated with descriptive norms about consumption
of such foods. The findings related to the relationship between attitudes and behaviour
included that the entertaining dimension of advertising and the level of emotional arousal
(e.g. positive feelings of happiness and satisfaction) children experienced after exposure
influenced frequency of consumption of foods that contribute to unhealthy diets, and that
as adolescents’ positive perceptions towards food advertising increased, daily frequency of
consumption of foods that contribute to unhealthy diets also increased. In terms of the findings
related to behavioural and health impacts, studies reported significant positive associations
between frequency of food advertising for particular products or level of exposure to food
marketing and habitual consumption of advertised foods or less healthy foods. Some studies
indicated that engagement with marketing (e.g. actively watching YouTube brand videos or
“liking”, “sharing” or “commenting on” posts online) was associated with greater impacts on
consumption than exposure alone.

Qualitative studies that reported on food attitudes, beliefs, knowledge and norms, found that
most children had good knowledge of food brands and were able to recognize advertised
food products in the supermarket. A number of explicit marketing techniques were
identified that appeal to and engage young people with marketing. The deceptive nature of
food marketing, in relation to the techniques used was considered a concern. The findings
related to awareness of, attitudes to, and perspectives on food marketing exposure and its
regulation included reports of platforms and media via which children and adolescents were
exposed to food marketing, concern about the volume of exposure, and support for greater
regulation. Finally, among the findings related to the impact of food marketing were reports
that food marketing influenced behaviours of children and adolescents, including purchasing
and consumption.

Thefindings of the update are consistent with those of the earlier review and the two systematic
reviews and show that, despite numerous calls for action, food marketing remains persuasive
and pervasive. Such marketing is predominantly for foods that contribute to unhealthy diets,
targets children and adolescents through its physical placement and scheduling, employs a
range of creative strategies that authors reported were likely to appeal to, and resonate with,
young audiences, and influences beliefs, attitudes and behaviours.

Vi



1. Background

Healthy dietary practices are initiated early in life and form the foundation for good nutrition
and healthy development. Our food values, preferences and dietary practices are shaped
by our food environment, which in turn is largely governed by availability and cost (whether
and where foods are available and at what price) but also how foods are marketed and
labelled. As a key component of the food environment, food marketing has been shown
to impact strongly on food preferences and consumption patterns. Children in particular
have been identified as being particularly susceptible to the messages used in marketing
communications and it is now widely acknowledged that exposure to food marketing is a
risk factor for the development of childhood obesity (1, 2). However, despite numerous calls
for action to protect children from the harmful impact of food marketing — by restricting
its extent and power — children everywhere continue to be exposed to sophisticated and
persuasive marketing techniques to the potential detriment of their health (3).

WHQO is currently developing an evidence-informed policy guideline to help more countries to
put in place effective actions to protect children from the harmful impact of food marketing.
This work is being undertaken in accordance with the WHO guideline development process
(4), and with the support of the WHO Nutrition Guidance Expert Advisory Group (NUGAG)
Subgroup on Policy Actions, which was established by the WHO Department of Nutrition and
Food Safety (NFS) in 2018.

To inform and underpin the guideline development, WHO has commissioned two systematic
literature reviews, one on the effectiveness of policies to restrict food marketing (5), and
another on the impact of food marketing on children (6). In addition, the NUGAG Subgroup on
Policy Actions has requested an update of an earlier descriptive review published by WHO in
2009, of the evidence on the extent and nature of food marketing, as well as the associative and
qualitative effects of food marketing on eating-related attitudes, beliefs and behaviours (7).
This document represents the response to the NUGAG Subgroup’s request and summarizes
the findings of the updated descriptive review. It should be noted that this new descriptive
review is not intended to be a comprehensive review of the existing literature; its purpose is
rather to supplement the commissioned systematic review on the impact of food marketing
on children and to synthesize the available evidence from studies on food marketing that
were not eligible for inclusion in either of the two above-mentioned systematic reviews.




2. Rationale and objectives
of the review

The overarching aim of this structured, concise narrative review was to update a previous
review on the extent, nature and effects of food marketing (1), and to provide additional
information for the NUGAG Subgroup on Policy Actions which is tasked with formulating the
WHO guideline on policies to protect children from the harmful impact of food marketing.

The review thus aimed to examine the literature published from January 2009 onwards on:
® food' marketing to which children are exposed,
® food marketing power, and

® associations between food marketing and eating-related attitudes, beliefs and behaviours
among children.

Additional objectives of the review were to:

® consider the evidence for the pathways through which food marketing, or policies to
restrict food marketing, may influence the outcomes of interest? specified in the two WHO-
commissioned systematic literature reviews mentioned above (i.e. on the effectiveness of
policies and the impact of marketing on children); and

® inform interpretation of the findings of the two commissioned systematic reviews.

In the context of this type of research, “exposure” to marketing refers to the communication
channels, times and settings in which children see and experience marketing — often television
- and is usually described in terms of the reach and frequency of a particular message (7).
The “power” of marketing is characterized by the message content. The impact of marketing
is a function of both exposure and power, and may be increased by the use of a range of
creative strategies. Creative strategies that are frequently used to increase the impact of
messages, in particular on children, include use of graphics and visuals designed to appeal
to children; use of cartoons and brand equity characters; use of humour, fun and fantasy;
movie and sports celebrity endorsements; and tie-ins with competitions and entertainment
events (7).

' Food marketing in the context of this review refers to the marketing of both foods and non-
alcoholic beverages.

Critical outcomes of interest for the commissioned systematic reviews included: exposure to

and power of marketing, food preference, food choice, food purchasing/sales, and dietary intake;
important outcomes of interest for the commissioned systematic reviews included: pester power,
body weight, risk of diet-related noncommunicable diseases, dental caries, product change and
unintended consequences.
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3. Methodology

This descriptive review used a structured narrative review methodology, an established
method for reviewing published evidence on the effects of food marketing (2, 8, 9). Narrative
reviews provide a synthesis of literature relevant to a wider topic, but, unlike systematic
reviews, need not have a specific research question, nor involve systematic literature
searches or explicit inclusion/exclusion criteria.

3.1 Data sources

The articles that were included in this review were identified by the literature search
conducted for the two WHO-commissioned systematic reviews. A total of 31 063 articles
were retrieved in the systematic review search and screened for eligibility for inclusion in
either systematic review. Articles that were not eligible for inclusion in either systematic
review (due to, for example, an ineligible study design or comparator group) were then
screened for suitability for this review. Thus, any article reporting on “exposure”, “power”,
associative effects or qualitative effects of food marketing was considered suitable, unless it
was an opinion piece, discussed marketing but did not report any primary data, and/or was
published before 2009.

The following examples serve to illustrate the article selection process in greater detail. If
a study reported on food marketing exposure or power before and after implementation of
a policy to restrict food marketing then it would have been included in the commissioned
systematic review on the effectiveness of policies. However, if a study reported on food
marketing exposure or power at a single point in time or in the absence of a policy to restrict
food marketing, then it would have been considered for inclusion in the present narrative
review. Similarly, if articles reported data from a study comparing the impact of exposure
to food marketing with exposure to less or no food marketing on an outcome of interest, it
would have been eligible for inclusion in the commissioned systematic review on the impact
of marketing. However, if a study looked for an association with an outcome of interest (e.g.
a cross-sectional survey which explored whether there was a correlation between the
number of hours children spent viewing commercial television per week and their frequency
of consumption of fast food), but without the inclusion of a control or comparator group,
it would have been considered suitable for inclusion in the present narrative review. As a
general rule therefore, and as per the previous descriptive review (7), the evidence provided
by observational and correlation studies conducted without a control or comparator group
formed the basis of this narrative review, whereas studies which had comparator groups
(i.e. designed to examine the question of causality) formed the basis of the more rigorous,
systematic literature reviews and were reviewed separately. Because no separate searches
were conducted for the purposes of this review, its findings should be interpreted as a
thorough overview rather than as an exhaustive account of the available evidence relating to
the exposure to and power and impact of food marketing on children.

While qualitative research findings were excluded from the commissioned systematic reviews,
they were considered relevant to this review and by extension to the development of the WHO
guideline by the NUGAG Subgroup on Policy Actions. WHO considers qualitative research
appropriate where it supports understanding of the extent to which the potential benefits and
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harms of an intervention are important to people, the extent to which certain interventions
are more or less acceptable or more or less feasible, and the potential consequences for
equity (see Chapter 5: page 183 of the WHO Handbook for Guideline Development) (4). As
qualitative research studies on eating-related beliefs, attitudes and behaviours meet these
criteria in relation to both the effectiveness of policies and the impact of marketing reviews,
both quantitative and qualitative studies were included in this narrative review.

3.2 Data synthesis

Research which explores food marketing exposure and power, and associations between
food marketing and eating-related attitudes, beliefs and behaviours tends to fall into two
broad categories:

1. Content analysis research: this considers when and where food marketing occurs, how
much there is, which brands/products are promoted and what creative content and
marketing techniques are used.

2. Consumer research: this explores individuals’' beliefs, attitudes, perceptions and
behavioural responses to food marketing.

As content analysis research speaks to the review aims related to food marketing exposure
and power, and consumer research to the aims related to associations between food
marketing and eating-related attitudes, beliefs and behaviours, the results were structured
under these two categories.

In the case of content analysis research, information was extracted on the study country,
marketing medium, data source, characteristics and size of the marketing sample, study
design and key findings. For consumer research studies, information was extracted on
the study country and population (including equity characteristics), sampling procedure,
study design, outcomes measured, analysis methods and key findings. Two reviewers
independently assessed studies for their suitability for inclusion and cross-checked the
extracted information.

3.3 Definition of foods that contribute to unhealthy diets

The studies included in this review used varying terms to describe, and varying criteria to
define, foods that contribute to unhealthy diets. In the main part of this review, such foods
are referred to as “foods that contribute to unhealthy diets” or “less healthy foods”, or where
appropriate, the term used in the original study is retained but identified by the use of
quotation marks.




4. Results

Atotal of 179 studies were assessed as being of relevance to the topic of this narrative review.
The majority (n=143) were content analysis studies, of which 43 only described exposure to
food marketing, 25 only examined the power of food marketing, and 75 explored both exposure
and power (see Annex 1). Thirty-six consumer research studies were identified, 16 of which
reported associations between food marketing and various outcomes of interest, including
beliefs and attitudes, the relationship between attitudes and behaviour, and behavioural
and health impacts (see Annex 2). The remaining 20 studies explored the impacts of food
marketing on beliefs, attitudes, perceptions and behavioural responses to food marketing
using qualitative study designs (see Annex 3).

4.1 Content analysis research
4.1.1 Exposure to food marketing
Characteristics of included studies

We identified 118 articles on the topic of exposure to food marketing; roughly a third (36.4%)
dealt solely with exposure whereas nearly two thirds (63.6%) reported on both exposure and
power (see Annex 1). Studies were published between 2009 and 2020.

Geographical representation: The majority of studies (n=87) assessed the extent of food
marketing in a single high-income country (HIC) only (Argentina (10, 11), Australia (12-30),
Austria (31), Belgium (32, 33), Canada (34-37), Chile (38), Greece (39, 40), Hungary (41), Iceland
(42), Ireland (43, 44), Malta (45), New Zealand (46-52), Norway (53), Singapore (54), Slovenia
(55, 56), Spain (57, 58), Sweden (59, 60), Switzerland (61), the United Kingdom (9, 62-67), the
USA (68-95))." There were two multi-country studies where all countries were HICs (96, 97).
Twenty-five studies were conducted in a single low- or middle-income country (LMIC) only
(Brazil (98, 99), China (100), Columbia (101), Costa Rica (102), Fiji (103), Guatemala (104, 105),
Honduras (106), India (107), Lebanon (108), Malaysia (109, 110), Mexico (111-113), Nepal (114),
Peru (115, 116), Russian Federation (117), South Africa (118, 119), Sri Lanka (120), Thailand (121,
122)); one multi-country study included only LMICs (123). Three studies reported data from
both HICs and LMICs—one from across the Asia—Pacific region (124) while two took a more
global perspective (3, 125).

Marketing media and settings: Around a half of all included exposure studies (n=58, or 49.2%)
described the nature and extent of food marketing aired on television channels (3, 9-12, 16, 20,
25,26, 30, 31, 38-40, 42, 44, 45, 49, 54, 55, 57-59, 61-63, 67, 69, 71, 7477, 81, 83, 85, 86, 89, 96, 98-
102, 106-109, 111, 112, 114, 115, 117, 118, 120, 121, 124, 125). Twenty-one studies covered digital
media (13-15, 17, 28, 33-35, 41, 51, 52, 65, 68, 73, 80, 82, 88, 90, 97, 110, 122), five focused on
product packaging/in-store advertising (23, 32, 66, 93, 104) and four described food marketing
in schools (36, 43, 50, 87). Food advertising in outdoor spaces or in public transport was the
subject of eight studies (24, 27, 72, 78, 79, 113, 119, 123), while three studies examined exposure
to food marketing in restaurants (84, 94, 105). Other forms of food marketing covered by the

' Country income level groupings (as high-income or low- and middle-income) are based on the
World Bank classification for the year the study was published.
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included studies were print media (i.e. magazines (18, 47, 56, 64, 70)) and sports sponsorship
(19, 21, 22, 29, 46, 95). Eight studies looked at exposure to food marketing across multiple
media and/or settings (37, 48, 53, 60, 91, 92, 103, 114); see Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. The types of food marketing described in included studies of exposure (total
number of included studies = 118)
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The cumulative evidence gathered as part of this narrative review suggests that across all
platforms, food marketing is not only prevalent but mostly promotes foods that contribute
to unhealthy diets. Frequently used definitions and descriptors for such foods in reviewed
studies included “unhealthy”, “foods high in fats, sugars and/or salt (HFSS)”, “not permitted”,
“less healthy”, “junk food”, “energy-dense nutrient poor (EDNP)”, “non-core”, “ultra-
processed”, “not meeting nutritional quality standards”, “discretionary”, “high in” or “rich in”
undesirable nutrients, and “low in nutritional quality”.

Across the included exposure studies which reported exposure data by food type, the
proportion of food marketing that was identified as being for foods that contribute to
unhealthy diets was typically between 31% and 93%; (9, 11, 18, 23-27, 29-31, 33, 34, 38, 44, 50,
52, 54, 55, 58, 63, 64, 66, 71, 72, 82, 88, 89, 91-93, 96, 100, 102, 103, 106, 108, 110, 111, 114, 117, 123,
125); however, only two of the studies reporting a proportion within this range gave a figure of
less than 50% (24, 38), with the bulk of the studies reporting a predominance (> 50%) of less
healthy foods in the marketing mix. A number of studies simply noted that less healthy foods
featured more frequently (3, 16, 28, 35, 48, 49, 57, 60, 68, 73, 90, 98, 109), that the advertising of
fruits and vegetables was scarce (9, 25, 31, 61, 65, 70, 71, 115), or that there were few nutrition-
related public service announcements/little health education content (77, 82).

There were some notable exceptions. One study from Norway found that just 4% of television
food advertisements and 2% of internet advertisements were for foods that contribute to
unhealthy diets (53), and a study from the USA found that “low-nutrition food commercials”
were less prevalent than “general-nutrition food commercials” (87). Furthermore, several
studies which analysed food appearances within children’'s TV programming schedules
demonstrated that healthier foods appeared frequently (42, 59, é7), sometimes more
frequently than less healthy foods (59, 67).
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Fig. 2 suggests that the food category marketed most often was sugar-sweetened beverages
(SSBs), followed by confectionery products. Fast foods and breakfast cereals also ranked
high in the list of most frequently marketed foods. There was some evidence that the types or
categories of food marketed differed across platforms. For example, a study which assessed
multimedia environments, reported that sweets and sugary drinks were more frequently
marketed on TV whereas the promotion of sweets and fast food restaurants was more likely
to be seen on Facebook and in outdoor advertising (776). One study also noted that “incidental”
foods (i.e. those appearing alongside the “primary” marketed product(s) in advertisements)
tended to be healthier than the primary product, which is suggestive of marketers seeking to
portray less healthy foods in a healthier context (62).

Fig. 2. Most frequently marketed food types (expressed as the number of times a given
food category was reported as being marketed across different locations and
settings in the subset of included exposure studies which reported on the types
of food marketed)
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Several studies provided evidence that marketing for foods that contribute to unhealthy diets
was prevalent in settings where children gather (e.g. schools, sports clubs) (19, 21, 22, 29, 36,
37, 43,50, 78, 79, 84, 87, 104, 119, 123) and, in the case of TV advertising, more frequent during
children’s typical viewing times, during school holidays, on children’s channels and/or around
children’s programming (9, 10, 12, 20, 25, 26, 38, 39, 45, 47, 49, 55, 57, 58, 71, 74, 83, 99-102, 106,
108, 109, 112, 124) relative to other time periods, channels or programming genres. Similarly,
a significantly higher proportion of less healthy branded food references were found in
magazines targeting children and adolescents compared with magazines with broader and
popular appeal (47). In contrast, a comparison of TV advertisements broadcast during or
around programmes “of particular of appeal to” children with those aired at other times
found no real differences in the proportion of advertising for less healthy foods; this was true
of both countries in which this study was conducted (Canada and the United Kingdom) (94).
Furthermore, a study from New Zealand noted that sponsorship of sports organizations by
less healthy food and beverage brands was uncommon (46).

A number of studies noted that food marketing was frequently targeted at children (13, 15, 17,
38, 51, 89, 94, 97, 120). One study found that as many as 95.2% of all TV food advertisements
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were child-oriented (69). Moreover, food marketing featuring child-directed strategies
(see Power of food marketing, below) was typically dominated by marketing for foods
that contribute to unhealthy diets. According to one study, 89.2% of products in a Belgian
supermarket with clear child-directed strategies were promoting less healthy foods (32). A
Canadian study found that adolescents were more likely than younger children to be exposed
to food marketing while using their favourite social media application (83% versus 55%,
p=0.003; odds ratio (OR), [95% confidence interval (Cl)] = 3.8 [1.5-9.5]) (35).

There was some evidence of social inequality in food marketing exposure, in that
there appears to be a trend towards greater exposure to food advertisements, and to
advertisements for less healthy foods in particular, among less affluent compared with more
affluent communities and areas. Two studies, one from the United Kingdom on television
advertising (63) and one from Australia on advertising on a metropolitan train network (27),
found that the proportion of advertising that was for "discretionary products” was highest in
areas rated as being of lower socioeconomic status (SES). One study noted that exposure to
incentives such as coupons, as well as exclusive beverage contracts, was greater in students
attending schools with a predominantly middle or low SES student body than those attending
schools with a student body drawn from more affluent (high SES) backgrounds (87). Another
study reported that food marketing was more widespread in fast food restaurants located
in public housing development neighbourhoods than it was in comparison neighbourhoods
(94). In New Zealand, it was found that the proportion of “junk food” advertisements was
significantly higher around schools with the greatest number of socioeconomically deprived
children (50).

4.1.2 Power of food marketing

Characteristics of included studies

We identified a total of 100 studies published between 2009 and 2020 that reported on the
power of food marketing, 25 of which dealt solely with the topic of power and 75 of which
reported on both exposure and power (see Annex 1).

Geographical representation: Again, the majority of studies were from HICs; 72 studies reported
on food marketing power in a single HIC country (Argentina (10, 11, 126), Australia (13-21, 23,
26, 28, 29, 127, 128), Austria (31), Belgium (32, 33), Canada (37, 129-131), Chile (132), Greece (39),
Hungary (41), Iceland (42), Ireland (44), Malta (45), New Zealand (47, 49-52), Norway (53), Spain
(57, 133, 134), Sweden (59, 60, 135), Switzerland (61), the United Kingdom (65, 136, 137), the USA
(68, 69, 71-74, 76, 80-85, 87, 89, 91-94, 138-143)) and two multi-country studies included HICs
only (97, 144). In contrast, there were 23 studies reporting data from LMICs (Brazil (98, 145),
China (700), Costa Rica (102), Guatemala (104, 105, 146, 147), Honduras (106), India (107, 148,
149), Malaysia (109, 110), Nepal (114), Peru (115, 116, 150), Russian Federation (117), South Africa
(118), Sri Lanka (120), Thailand (121, 122)). Three studies reported data from both HICs and
LMICs, one focusing on the Asia—Pacific region (124), while the other two included countries
from multiple regions (3, 125).

Marketing media and settings: The majority of included power studies (n=46) focused on
television advertising (3, 10, 11, 16, 20, 26, 39, 42, 44, 45, 49, 57, 59, 61, 69, 71, 74, 76, 81, 83, 85,
89, 98, 100, 102, 106, 107, 109, 114, 115, 117, 120, 121, 124, 125, 127, 133-140, 143, 149). The power
of food marketing delivered via digital media was analysed by 22 studies (13-15, 17, 28, 31, 33,
41,51, 52, 65, 68, 73, 80, 82, 97, 110, 118, 122, 129, 141, 145) and the power of product packaging
and/or in-store promotions by 14 studies (23, 32, 93, 104, 126, 128, 130-132, 142, 146-148, 150).
Six power studies investigated multiple media and/or settings (37, 53, 60, 91, 92, 116) and three
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described the power of sports sponsorship (19, 21, 29). As shown in Fig. 3, only a few studies
explored the power of food marketing in magazines (18, 47, 144), restaurants (84, 94, 105),
schools (50, 87), or in outdoor environments (72).

Fig. 3. The types of food marketing described in included studies of power (total

number of included studies = 100)
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Key findings

Authors of the included studies identified a wide range of creative features and strategies

that were likely to appeal to, and resonate with, young audiences. Many were common to
several marketing platforms and included:

celebrity/sports endorsements (32, 52, 91, 92, 136)

promotional characters (10, 11, 42, 49, 51, 73, 93, 94, 97, 98, 100, 109, 110, 114, 126, 132, 136,
140, 146)

product claims (32)

promotions, gifts/incentives and tie-ins (10, 26, 39, 49, 52, 73, 87, 97, 98, 100, 114, 116, 138,
143, 146)

competitions (15, 52, 73, 116, 142)

games (15, 51, 73, 80, 126, 129, 141, 142)

colour, visual imagery and novel designs (32, 72, 97, 121, 122, 148)
animation, dynamic elements and special effects (69, 73, 110, 114, 145)
prominent food cues (69, 80)

branding (13, 18, 19, 28, 29, 33, 47, 65, 73, 97, 122, 138, 141, 145)

product association (13)

salient themes (e.g. masculinity, sporting prowess) or contexts (e.g. social) (14, 33, 65, 116,
135)
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® persuasive appeals (e.g. fun, taste) (11, 44, 45, 61, 65, 74, 76, 83, 110, 115-117, 127, 131, 133,
134, 143, 144, 148, 149)

® emotional appeals (115, 143)

e health/nutrition claims and disclaimers (23, 47, 85, 105, 110, 118, 120, 128, 130, 132, 135, 137,
140, 146-148)

e depiction of physical activity (137, 139)

® engagement techniques (13, 14, 80, 97, 122, 129, 134, 145)

® interactive or downloadable content (17, 51, 82, 129)

e children’s language, voices, and child-related messages/fonts (11, 98, 148)
® large portion sizes (74).

A number of studies observed that these recognized strategies were more pervasive in food
marketing directed at children than in food marketing aimed at adults or in marketing of non-
food items (10, 51, 74, 76, 89, 127, 134, 136, 138, 143). Child-directed strategies were also more
frequently employed to promote less healthy as opposed to healthier products (42, 102, 125,
127, 137, 150) and featured more prominently in TV programming broadcast during school
holidays than during term time (7109). A few studies analysed the mix of creative strategies
used by different marketing formats. For instance, one study found that use of competitions
was greater in outdoor advertising and family bonding themes were especially prevalent in
TV advertising (116), while another reported some similarities between TV and digital media
in terms of the types of persuasive techniques used (41).

A number of studies examined the extent and role of strategies aimed at mitigating the impact
of food marketing on children. One such study noted that 10% of a sample of advergames
notified the user of the commercial nature of the material (68); another found that for every
63 food advertisements aired on television there was one nutrition-related public service
announcement (77). A Canadian study reported that young adults (18-24 years) were more
likely to report having seen an educational message in conjunction with TV advertising than
adolescents (12-17 years) (37). One study reported that 99.5% of soft drink adverts did not
display the advertising licence number and none of the confectionery adverts displayed the
warning messages as required by law in Thailand (722).

4.2 Consumer research
4.2.1 Effects of food marketing: associative studies
Characteristics of included studies

We identified 16 relevant articles published between 2009 and 2018 which reported
associations between food marketing and at least one of the predefined outcomes of interest
(specified as part of the protocol for the commissioned systematic review on the impact of
marketing (é); see Annex 2).

Demographic characteristics: Ten studies were conducted in HICs, including nine single-
country studies (Australia (157-153), Greece (154), Saudi Arabia (155), the USA (156-159)) and
one multi-country study where all countries were HICs (760). Six studies were conducted in
five different LMICs (Brazil (167), Chile (162), India (163), Mexico (164, 165), Turkey (166)). Study
populations included children and adolescents up to the age of 18 years, as well as young
adults (18-24 years).
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Methodologies used by included studies: Included studies most commonly employed non-
randomized observational designs, in particular, cross-sectional surveys (151, 153-155, 157,
159-164, 166). In one study, the cross-sectional survey was supplemented with a time-use
diary (156). One study conducted interviews with mothers for the purposes of completing a
questionnaire (165). Two studies used non-randomized experimental designs (152, 158). All
included studies relied on a design that involved measurement at a single time point; no
repeat cross-sectional studies suitable for this narrative review were identified.

Marketing media and platforms: Around one third of the included associative studies (n=5)
investigated the effect of commercial TV viewing or TV advertisements (155, 156, 161, 164,
165). Other included studies explored the impact of other types of food marketing, such as
digital media (n=2) (151, 152) or magazines (n=1) (158). Four associative studies investigated
multiple media and/or settings (153, 157, 159, 162), while the remainder (n=4) did not specify
the type of food marketing investigated (154, 160, 163, 166). See Fig. 4.

Fig. 4. The types of food marketing described in included associative studies (total
number of included studies = 16)
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Key findings

Beliefs and attitudes: In at least one study, adolescents’ exposure to marketing for foods that
contribute to unhealthy diets was positively associated with their descriptive norms about
consumption of such foods (i.e. those behaviours they perceived to be normal), particularly
for what the authors termed “distal” reference groups (i.e. students at school) compared
with “proximate” reference groups (i.e. close friends and family members) (757). This study
also found that attention to advertising was positively associated with descriptive norms for
family, close friends and students at school. Another study explored the impact of marketing
themes on male adolescent attitudes towards advertisements and found that, generally,
participants showed a greater preference for (more non-zero attitudes found) non-alcoholic
beverage advertisements than tobacco advertisements, and that sports themes generated
more positive attitudes towards advertisements whereas themes of sex appeal had the
opposite effect (158). Attitudes to advertising were found to differ by residential location in a
study conducted in Chilean schoolchildren; a greater proportion of children from middle-low
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SES backgrounds from Santiago “liked” food advertisements on television compared with
those from similar backgrounds in other city locations (762); however this differential was not
observed for middle-high SES participants from different cities.

Relationship between attitudes and behaviour: Several studies explored the relationship
between attitudes to food marketing and food consumption patterns and other behaviours.
One study reported that the frequency of consumption of foods that contribute to unhealthy
diets was influenced by the entertaining dimension of advertising and the level of emotional
arousal children experienced after exposure (e.g. positive feelings of happiness and
satisfaction) (754). Another study found that, while parental consumer attitudes were
not associated with their child's taste preferences, children of parents who trusted food
advertisements (who were more likely to have lower levels of education) were significantly
more likely to consume processed foods ($=1.21, p=0.001) (760). In a study conducted in
India, parents ranked brand and taste as the equal second most important factors involved
in the selection of food items for the household, behind nutrition. This particular study also
found that both male and female parents held the perception that too much advertising was
directed towards children (763). Using data from a study, authors were able to demonstrate a
significant linear relationship between adolescents’ positive perceptions of food advertising
and daily frequency of consumption of foods that contribute to unhealthy diets ($=0.10,
p<0.01) (159). A similar association was found with trust in food advertising, such that, as
participants trust increased so did their frequency of consumption of foods that contribute to
unhealthy diets ($=0.08, p=0.01) (159).

Behavioural and health impacts: Included associative studies provided some evidence that
food marketing influences eating behaviours. Notably, several studies reported statistically
significant positive associations between the frequency of food advertising for particular
products or level of exposure to food marketing and the habitual consumption of advertised
foods or less healthy foods (151, 164, 165). For example, one study (757) reported that
purchasing food online, watching food brand YouTube videos and seeing favourite foods
advertised on social media were all positively associated with less healthy food and drink
scores ($=0.71, p=0.009; § = 0.80, p=0.003 and 3 = 0.86, p=0.015 respectively). Another study
reported a strong positive correlation between the frequency of broadcast food advertising
and the mean weekly food consumption of children (r=0.79, p<0.001) (164). A third study
reported a moderate-strong positive correlation between the frequency of foods advertised
on television and consumption of these items by children (r=0.66, p<0.001) (165).

Some studies suggested that engagement with marketing (e.g. actively watching YouTube
brand videos or “liking”, “sharing” or “commenting on” posts online) was associated with
greater impacts on consumption than exposure alone (751, 152). For example, when controlling
for demographic variables and significant others’ acceptance of energy drink consumption,
one study found that engagement with digital marketing was associated with increased
energy drink consumption (OR=1.47 [95% CI, 1.02-2.10], p=0.04); however, the association
between mere exposure to digital marketing and energy drink consumption was not found
to be statistically significant (OR=1.08 [95% ClI, 0.67-1.75], p=0.78) (153). Positive correlations
were also found between television viewing habits and the prevalence of dental caries;
specifically, those who watched commercial TV channels were 1.73 (95% ClI, 1.00-3.02,
p=0.051) times more likely to have caries than those who did not (767). One study reported
that children’s commercial TV viewing at time 1 was significantly associated with increased
body mass index (BMI) at time 2 (5 years later), with the effect robust after adjustment for
exercise and eating while viewing (756). The relationship was not found for non-commercial
viewing time.

12
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4.2.2 Effects of food marketing: qualitative studies
Characteristics of included studies

We identified 20 articles which reported findings of qualitative studies investigating the
impact of food marketing (see Annex 3).

Demographic characteristics: Studies were published between 2009 and 2020 and included
12 studies conducted in HICs (Australia (152, 167), Canada (168), France (169), Israel (170),
New Zealand (171, 172), Sweden (173), the United Kingdom (174, 175), the USA (176, 177)), and
eight studies conducted in LMICs (Brazil (178-180), Egypt (181), Iran (Islamic Republic of) (182),
Pakistan (183), Turkey (184, 185)). Across most included studies, study populations ranged
in age from 3-15 years; some studies included participants in young adulthood (aged 17-29
years), and some relevant caregivers (i.e. parents, teachers).

Methodologies used by included studies: Most studies used semi-structured guides for work
involving focus groups which comprised parents, teachers and/or children and young people
(167,172, 176, 178, 180, 181, 184). In one study the whole family participated in the group (174).
One study used photovoice images as stimulus material for the focus group discussions
(177), another used cereal packages (7173), and a third offered snack foods before a group
discussion (169). Other studies used semi-structured guides to conduct individual interviews
(170, 171, 179, 182, 183, 185), and one used print food advertisements as a prompt (770). One
study used both focus groups and individual interviews (175). Another exposed participants
to two websites and social media sites before completing a semi-structured interview (752).

Analytical approaches adopted included variations of thematic analysis (167-172, 174-177, 179,
183), lexical analysis (178), an interpretative approach (184), content analysis (152, 182) and
critical discourse analysis (173). Three studies did not report the specific analysis approach
taken (180, 181, 185).

Key findings

Food attitudes, beliefs, knowledge and norms: Evidence collated as part of this narrative review
suggests that children have an active role in influencing family food choices, as well as being
independent food purchasers with a good knowledge of food brands (178, 180). Children were
described as being able to recognize advertised food products in the supermarket (785).
Similarly, adolescents had good knowledge about energy drink products and could identify
them by brand name (167).

One study noted that not only did children have good knowledge of food brands but they also
understood the purpose of branding and the use of factors such as name, logo and colour
to help a product get recognized. This same study also reported that child participants’ food
brand selection did not appear to be affected by social considerations or peer pressure (e.g.
children did not select brands to attract attention or recognition among their peers) (169).

Power of food marketing: A number of studies identified marketing techniques that are
considered to appeal to and engage young people in food marketing; these included
promotional characters, toys, playful visuals, colourful packaging, brand imagery and fun
themes (168, 175, 176, 183). One study asked children which marketing tactics they were aware
of, and their responses included “making adverts fun”; catchy songs or slogans; imagery;
free toys; competitions; price; health and nutrition claims; and sports sponsorship (171).

Adolescents commented on the importance of product packaging, the use of humour and
the projected image of the product (772) while young adults noted that they were more likely
to be interested in advertisements that were considered credible, entertaining, informative,
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relevant to them and contained offers (181). In one study, young adults reported that
exposure to brand websites and social media pages had improved their feelings towards
brands, specifically when that content referenced corporate social responsibility initiatives,
community involvement and sponsorship (152). The use of a superhero theme for one brand
was appealing to some participants (152).

Awareness of, attitudes to, and perspectives on food marketing exposure and its regulation: In
one study, children (unprompted) identified TV as a medium for food marketing and recalled
having seen marketing in a number of different locations/media (1717). Parents of adolescents
reported that their child was exposed to food adverts on several platforms and teenagers
themselves reported seeing energy drink advertising in various media, with some finding the
volume of advertising annoying (167).

A common theme across multiple studies was concern about the volume of young people’s
food marketing exposure and there was considerable support for greater regulation. One
study reported that parents were particularly concerned about TV advertising and believed
governments should do more to regulate advertising (174). In this particular study, parents
also reported feeling responsible for their child’s exposure and for taking concerted action
to minimize that exposure through the imposition of screen time limits and not taking their
children shopping, as well as attempting active mediation of effects by encouraging media
literacy skills and discussing advertising intentions with their children (774). Concerns about
exposure to a large number of TV advertisements were also expressed by the fathers
of children in Brazil, who again supported greater regulation of advertising of foods that
contribute to unhealthy diets (783). In another study, parents were reported as having a
negative attitude towards the food industry, believing it to be manipulative and exploitative
(175), while in another parents said they were “not impressed” by food advertisements and
called for a reduction in the volume of advertising (185). According to one study, children
themselves believed that “junk food” should not be advertised to them and that advertisers
should be more truthful (177). There was one exception, a study from Turkey, which found that
parents showed only modest concern about food advertising aimed at children (784).

Concerns were also raised about the “deceptive” nature of some food marketing. One study
described how food marketing techniques can create “health halos” around products, citing
the disingenuous use of visuals of fruit, health claims, cross-branding with healthier foods
and natural imagery which participants felt were designed to foster beliefs in parents about
the health status of certain foods (174). In another study, parents voiced concerns that children
are vulnerable and are manipulated by packaging claims that are distracting and misleading
(168).

Impact of food marketing: Most of the included qualitative studies concluded that food marketing
was believed to be impactful on the eating and eating-related behaviours of children and
young people. This view was expressed by both parents and children themselves. Children
in one study reported that food adverts were a stimulus that increased desire to eat all kinds
of foods (not just less healthy foods) (778) and in another reported that they had both the
financial means and the desire to buy products advertised on television (780). Children from
New Zealand said seeing food marketing made them hungry, although they reported not
often asking for advertised items from parents (171). Adolescents also admitted being hungry
and tempted by food adverts (770). Teenagers surveyed as part of a study from the USA
acknowledged that food marketing influences their purchase behaviours (177) and in another
study, also conducted in teens, advertising was identified as an influence on energy drink
liking and consumption (167).

14



A NARRATIVE REVIEW

Several studies found similar beliefs among parents. In one, parents reported that
advertising for foods that contribute to unhealthy diets negatively affects children’s eating
habits by drawing attention to less healthy foods and changing their buying patterns in favour
of those foods (7183). Another demonstrated that caregivers also believed children and their
food preferences are influenced by food advertising, particularly when foods are paired with
toys (179). In one study, parents reported that their children had wanted to purchase the food
products shown in advertisements (7185) while in another, children said they had previously
chosen a cereal for the toy regardless of its taste (173). Advertising of less healthy foods was
identified by young adolescents as a barrier to greater consumption of fruits and vegetables
(182). Conversely, in just one included study parents reported believing food advertising had
no effect on food preferences or product requests; furthermore, the child participants of this
study did not report having learned anything about food from food advertising (184).

Child participants also recognized the role of social networks in amplifying the effects of food
marketing. In one study, they reported being affected by advertisements that are liked and
commented on by friends on Facebook (787). Young adults also noted that positive comments
on social media influenced their brand attitudes (152).
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5. Discussion

This review identified and synthesized a large body of recent (2009-2020) evidence on the
extent and nature of food marketing, on associations between food marketing and diet-
related beliefs, attitudes and behaviours, and on young peoples’ views on food marketing
and its impact.

Consistent with the findings of the commissioned systematic literature reviews on the
effectiveness of policies and the impact of marketing (5, é), this review reveals that food
marketing continues to be pervasive and persuasive. Building on the findings of the previous
review, which was published in 2009 and covered studies published up to the end of 2008
(1), the more recent evidence summarized here confirms that food marketing is prevalent
across multiple different media and platforms and that this marketing is dominated by that
for foods that contribute to unhealthy diets (with healthier foods either underrepresented or
absent from most marketing campaigns). Children report that they see a high volume of food
marketing and recognize the brands and products they see marketed.

The techniques most frequently used in food marketing and which are designed to appeal
most to children (e.g. themes of humour, free gifts) clearly have persuasive power - studies
have shown this creative content was well recalled and influences young people’'s food
behaviours and choices. As in the 2009 review (7), the cumulative evidence suggests that
food marketing drives cravings and feelings of hunger in children, with several studies
reporting associations between food marketing exposure and children’'s frequency of
consumption of foods that contribute to unhealthy diets. However, and in common with the
findings of the previous review (1) and with the latest impact of marketing systematic review
(6), few if any studies have fully explored the nature of these associations and adequately
adjusted for potential confounders, although some analyses have identified a possible role
for sociodemographic characteristics, particularly SES and age. These shortcomings in the
evidence base limit the conclusions that can be drawn at the present time. It is imperative
that future research addresses this.

This current review extends the findings of the 2009 review (1) by adding evidence and
perspectives on more contemporary types of marketing, reflecting the growth in internet
use and food marketing via digital and social media over the last decade. As well as
providing data on the extent and nature of marketing via digital media (which shows a high
prevalence of food marketing in online spaces frequented by children), the new evidence
that has emerged demonstrates that digital technology has facilitated greater engagement of
young people with food marketing. Engagement techniques (e.g. enticements to like or share
online content) were frequently identified in the food marketing to which children are likely
to be exposed and studies suggest that this engagement amplifies the impact of marketing
beyond that of just passive exposure. Engagement of peers with food marketing (e.g. positive
comments) was also found to influence young people’s attitudes and behavioural responses to
commercial content, implying that social networks can also amplify the effects of marketing.
In addition, evidence compiled as part of this review suggests a role for food marketing in the
development of food-related norms in young people, a finding which is consistent with that of
a recently published review on the sociocultural impacts of food marketing (786).
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Whilst the 2009 review (7) noted some concerns from parents about children’s dietary quality
and pestering behaviours in relation to food, this review adds evidence that parents are now
also concerned about their children’s high levels of habitual food marketing exposure and the
role that this plays in shaping their choices and intake. Studies reported that parents believed
that governments should do more to restrict young people’s exposure to food marketing.
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6. Conclusion

Despite the endorsement of the 2010 WHO set of recommendations on the marketing of
foods and non-alcoholic beverages to children, and the implementation of voluntary pledges
and mandatory regulations (5), evidence suggests that food marketing remains prevalent
globally and across many platforms (e.g. TV, digital media, outdoor, in-store) (). There is
also evidence that food marketing continues to be dominated by the promotion of foods that
contribute to unhealthy diets, such as “fast food”, sugar-sweetened beverages, chocolate
and confectionery, salty/savoury snacks, sweet bakery items and snacks, breakfast cereals,
dairy products and desserts. Moreover, food marketing strategies continue to target children
and adolescents by various means, including for example, by positioning marketing in and
around schools, on websites popular with young people and through the scheduling of
advertising in and around child-directed programming, despite the fact that one of WHO'’s
main recommendations endorsed in 2010 was “to restrict marketing in places where children
gather”.

More worrying is the apparent continued and extensive use of persuasive marketing
techniques, techniques that are evolving and making use of all the opportunities that digital
marketing platforms can offer. Celebrity/sports endorsements, promotional characters,
cross-promotions/tie-ins and gift incentives are all techniques designed to foster interaction
with digital marketing content and are particularly salient and engaging for young audiences.
Evidence is emerging that food marketing exposure and power influences not only children'’s
food-related beliefs and attitudes (e.g. norms), and their food behaviours (e.g. frequency of
product consumption) but also their health outcomes (e.g. BMI, prevalence of dental caries).
Qualitative evidence confirms that young people are aware of food marketing, have good
knowledge of food brands, find the techniques used engaging and persuasive, and believe
that it affects their food behaviours, and more specifically, that it drives hunger, craving,
purchasing and consumption. Recognizing the potential harms of the current high levels of
exposure to food marketing across multiple platforms, both young people and their parents
support greater regulation of this activity. This narrative review provides further evidence
that strengthens the rationale for action to restrict food marketing to which children are
exposed.
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A NARRATIVE REVIEW
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¢ ,. World Health
Y™ Organization

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE CONTACT:

Department of Nutrition and Food Safety
World Health Organization
Avenue Appia 20, CH-1211 Geneva 27,
Switzerland

Fax: +41 22 791 4156
Email: nutrition@who.int
www.who.int/nutrition

9789240041783

789240 1 041783
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