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Obesity Health Alliance 

Briefing on Marketing to Children – Policy Briefing 

The Obesity Health Alliance (OHA) is a coalition of over 30 organisations committed to share 

expertise and support Government to tackle the issue of overweight and obesity in the UK. Obesity 

is a complex problem and there is no single silver bullet. A comprehensive range of population level 

policy interventions is required to tackle it.  

Policy Summary 

Research shows that marketing greatly influences the food children choose to eat.1 There are 

currently loopholes in regulations that mean children are exposed to promotions for food and drink 

that is high in fat, salt and sugar (known as HFSS).   

In order to protect our children and support parents, we believe the Government should act to 

reduce children’s exposure to marketing messages for unhealthy food and drinks in all media by 

doing the following: 

 Introduce a pre-9pm ban on all adverts for unhealthy food and drink products to restrict 

children’s exposure during the programmes they watch the most. 

 Extend current restrictions on advertising to apply across all other forms of broadcast 

media, social media and advertising including in cinemas, on posters, in print, online and 

‘advergames’ (electronic games used to advertise a brand or a product). 

 Limit the techniques that can be used to engage with children, including plugging the 

‘loopholes’ that currently exist around the use of unlicensed but commonly recognised 

cartoon characters and celebrity endorsement within children’s advertising.  

  Update the current nutrient profiling model that governs what food and drinks products 

can be advertised to children to reflect the latest evidence on the recommended levels 

of free sugar intake. 

 

 

1. Our view of Marketing to Children 

 We believe that a child’s right to a healthy start in life should not be traded off against 

commercial freedoms to promote unhealthy food and drinks. This is in line with the Sydney 

Principles which provide international guidance on achieving a substantial level of protection for 

children against the commercial promotion of foods and beverages.2 
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 Children are a vulnerable audience3; marketing regulations need to provide a high level of 

protection for all children, not just the very young. Protections must reduce exposure to 

marketing messages for unhealthy food and drinks in all media.  

2. The Problem 
 

Obesity and health 

 One in five children in England is overweight or obese before they start primary school, and by 

the time they leave, this increases to one in three.4 Children are also eating too much sugar, salt 

and saturated fat. 5,6 We know that eating too much can lead to weight gain and obesity. This is 

putting our children’s future health at risk of developing serious health conditions such as Type 2 

diabetes, heart disease, cancer as well as other conditions.  If current trends continue, we can 

expect millions of extra cases of disease.7  

 In addition to this, 6 in 10 adults in the UK are overweight or obese.8 If current trends continue, 

this is likely to increase to 7 in 10.9 Obesity has been identified as the biggest threat to public 

health in the 21st century.10  

 Obesity is recognised as a complex interplay between diet, increasing physical inactivity and 

changing environments. But recent evidence from the World Health Organization (WHO) has 

found that increases in the food energy supply alone are sufficient to explain the weight gain 

over recent decades, especially in high income countries.11  

 

The impact of children’s exposure to HFSS marketing  

 Research has shown that food promotion influences children’s food preferences, purchase 

behaviour, and consumption.Error! Bookmark not defined.,12 Both traditional media (eg TV, press, radio) 

and newer channels (online advertising, advergames, social media) are effective in influencing 

children’s food choices. There is also evidence that advertising increases food intake in 

children.13 

 

Broadcast media 

 Research by Ofcom found that television advertising has a ‘modest direct effect on children’s 

food preferences, consumption and behaviour’, and that ‘indirect effects are likely to be 

larger’.14 Yet the sector continues to grow – between 2005 and 2009, the number of UK 

television adverts promoting unhealthy foods rose by 85 per cent.15 Ultimately food and drink 

brands want to build long-term relationships with their customers and targeting them early in 

life can be an effective way to secure customer loyalty. 

 

Non-broadcast media 

 A growing body of evidence has shown a link between food preference and online marketing 

techniques. Advergames for HFSS products are of particular concern because children spend 

longer engaging with the brand/product or message than a TV advert and engage with the brand 

at a deeper subconscious level.16 A research study on the effect of advergames on eight to ten 

year olds found that immediately after playing an advergame containing food cues, the 
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children’s food intake increased, particularly of energy-dense snack foods, compared to those 

who played a game without food cues.17 

 In addition children as young as 18 months can recognise brands, with recognition significantly 

higher for unhealthy brands than healthy brands.18 These brand relationships can last into 

adulthood, with research showing adults holding positive associations with brand characters 

from their childhood – including being less likely to view the product as unhealthy.19 

 A systemic analysis of academic papers on the power of licensed characters to influence 

children’s food choices concludes: “familiar media character branding is a powerful influence on 

children's food preferences, choices and intake, especially for energy-dense and nutrient-poor 

foods (e.g. cookies, candy or chocolate)”.20  And this type of marketing is big business: over 

£250million was spent in the UK in 2014 on film and other character licensing on food and drink 

products.21  

The current UK rules  

Broadcast media: 

 Despite the popularity of digital media, television viewing is still widespread amongst children 

and young people, with those aged 5-15 years watching nearly 14 hours of TV each week.22 

 Since 2007, there has been regulation under the UK Code of Broadcast Advertising (BCAP Code) 

which states the following:   

o TV advertisements (including programme sponsorship) for HFSS products cannot be 
broadcast during or around programmes made for children or that are likely to be of 
particular appeal to children under 16 years; 

o Promotional offers (advertisements for HFSS products which feature give-aways) cannot be 
aimed at children under 12 years; 

o Product placement for HFSS products is prohibited in British made children’s programmes.  
o The use of celebrities, licensed or brand characters (ie. popular film or TV characters) cannot 

be used in adverts aimed at children under 12 years; 
o Nutritional claims in cannot be used in adverts for HFSS products aimed at children under 

12. 
 

Non-broadcast (including online) media:  

 Regulations under the UK Code of Non-Broadcast Advertising, Direct and Promotional Marketing 

(known as the CAP Code) cover advertising in all paid-for and non-paid for digital space which is 

directly connected with the supply of goods and services. This can include company’s own 

channels such as their websites and social media sites, newspapers, cinemas and outdoor 

posters.  

 Rules for food and soft drink advertising are currently subject to a review and consultation (June-

July 2016). Under existing rules, advertisements aimed at children must not do any of the 

following:  

o Encourage pestering or use hard-sell techniques;  
o Use misleading nutrition and health claims;  
o Condone unhealthy eating habits;  
o Use promotional offers or licensed characters to advertise foods (except fruit and 

vegetables). 
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What are the weaknesses in the current rules? 

Broadcast media: 

 Children’s viewing habits have changed. Ofcom statistics show that they watch television later in 

the evening, with viewing during family-time commercial airtime peaking during 7-8pm.23   

 The current restrictions only cover programmes classified as ‘children’s programming’ which is 

measured by the proportion of the total audience that are children, rather than the total 

number of children watching. Therefore TV programmes such as The X Factor and Britain’s Got 

Talent that are watched by large numbers of children also attract large adult audiences meaning 

that advertisers can advertise HFSS products during these children popular programmes.22 

Research into programmes that are popular with adults and children, such as The Simpsons, 

Hollyoaks and X-Factor in December 2013 found that 22 per cent of adverts promoted food 

items, including fast food restaurants, chocolate and confectionary products.24 

 

Non-broadcast media: 

 Current marketing rules fail to protect children from junk food marketing online and across 

other forms of media. The rules are vague, inconsistently applied and don't distinguish between 

healthy and unhealthy products. There are loopholes which allow adverts promoting junk food 

to be targeted at children online that wouldn’t be able to be shown on children’s television. The 

rules also fail to cover a number of common marketing techniques that are targeted at children. 

For example, brand characters (e.g  Chewie the Chewits dinosaur, Honey Monster, the Nesquik 

rabbit), brand marketing, and product packaging featuring games and competitions are not 

included in the regulations. In-school marketing, sponsorship deals and in-store placement of 

products are other areas not covered by the existing rules. 

 Online branding geared towards children and websites and apps containing child-friendly games 

and activities are particularly prevalent amongst confectionery brands. Licensed characters are 

another huge area where children are exposed to HFSS marketing. Far greater amounts of 

sweets and chocolate, cakes, sugary cereals, yoghurts and drinks than markedly healthier 

options feature tie-ins with Minions, Star Wars, Peppa Pig and other cinema and TV hits popular 

with children.25  HFSS brands are also increasingly making use of influencers (e.g. vloggers and 

musicians) to produce and distribute marketing content, not all of it as clearly labelled as 

advertising as is required.26 In addition, misleading health or nutrition claims online and on 

packaging skew the information parents are relying on when making purchasing decisions. 

The HFSS definition 

 Currently a product can only be advertised on children’s TV if its nutrition profile meets a set of 

criteria involving both positive (fruit and vegetables, protein and fibre) and negative (salt, fat, 

sugar content) factors. The cut off points do not reflect the latest current nutritional guidance. 

We welcome the current PHE-lead review of the current nutrient profile model to take into 

consideration changes to dietary guidance since its creation.  
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3. The Solution 
 

A 9pm watershed restriction on HFSS advertising to protect children 

 Studies of UK broadcasting to children show items such as pizza, sugary breakfast cereals and 

confectionary dominate advertising during children’s peak viewing times.27  

 Evaluation by Ofcom in 2010 suggests that the current TV rules had reduced children’s exposure 

to HFSS advertising, particularly in younger children.28 However an independent study concluded 

that exposure of children to HFSS food advertising, as a proportion of all advertising seen, did 

not change despite good adherence to the restrictions. This reflects the fact that children watch 

a wider range of television than just those programmes particularly targeted at them.29 

 Although the existing rules have eliminated HFSS advertisements seen during children’s airtime, 

they have had little impact on advertisements during family viewing time, when the most 

children are watching. This weakness, together with the advent of more commercial channels, 

means that children see more HFSS advertising during adult airtime since the rules were 

introduced.28  

 A 9pm watershed on TV already exists to protect children from content which is unsuitable for a 

child audience. This should be extended to include unhealthy food and drink adverts to protect 

children, who are classified as a vulnerable group. Parents understand that the 9pm watershed 

signals the point in TV schedules when there may be content that may not be suitable for 

children. 

 Previous research by Ofcom showed that a pre-9pm ban would reduce the amount of HFSS 

adverts seen by children by 82 per cent compared to just 37 per cent for the current 

regulations.28 However, the regulator considered that the loss of revenue to broadcasters could 

not be justified by the benefits of extending the regulations.30  The Ofcom analysis did not 

include health benefits that accrue to adults, only costs to advertisers, nor did it explain why 

non-HFSS advertisers would not fill the advertising slots vacated by HFSS advertisers. This is a 

clear example of prioritising profits over health. 

 

Closing loopholes to protect children across all forms of media 

 Reducing the extent and persuasive power of marketing unhealthy foods to children is an 

important obesity prevention goal. The aim should be to protect children from the marketing 

and promotion of HFSS products across all forms of media, wherever it is placed and whenever it 

is they see it.  

 The Committee of Advertising Practice is currently consulting on proposals for bringing 

restrictions on the advertising of HFSS food and soft drink to children in non-broadcast media in 

line with those of television. We support proposals to introduce consistent definitions of ‘less 

healthy’ products between broadcast and non-broadcast media, as well as the classification of 

children as under 16s. We also agree with the proposed alignment of brand advertising rules on 

HFSS products between broadcast and non-broadcast advertising. However, their effect will be 
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reduced by CAP’s insistence on a narrow and hard-to-enforce definition of what is “particularly 

appealing” to children.  

 The World Health Organisation is clear that it should be government and public health agencies 

that set the marketing rules, not industry. While we recognise that industry-led bodies such as 

CAP play an important role, we believe that Government should ensure that other independent 

bodies, or indeed Government are utilised to address other mechanisms.  

 This should include putting in place the recommendations made by Public Health England in 

their sugar reduction report, which included tighter rules on licensed and brand characters 

(including on packaging) and extending the rules to cover sponsorship of sports and family 

attractions, in-store promotion , marketing communications in schools, and billboards near 

schools. 12 

 Such measures could be introduced under the current regulatory system, and would be 

consistent with previous tightening of rules and extensions of CAP’s remit.  It would also 

enshrine into the rules the verbal commitments made by the Food and Drink Federation, British 

Retail Consortium and British Soft Drink Association that their members will stop HFSS marketing 

to children under 16. 

 Best practice from other countries, including Chile, South Korea, Brazil and Canada, suggests that 

underpinning everything should be clear and broad definitions of what is marketing to children, 

including which techniques and forms of placement make an advertisement appealing to 

children, and also a robust nutrient profiling model to distinguish between less healthy and 

other products. 

Tightening the definition of HFSS 

 A clear and stringent definition of HFSS products is required to restrict children’s exposure to 

marketing. The current nutrient profile model does not go far enough and requires updating and 

strengthened, as recommended by Public Health England.12  

 The new model should be adopted for all non-broadcast marketing as well as broadcast. 

 

4. Public and expert support 

 The promotion of unhealthy food is widely recognised by countries around the world and by the 

World Health Organization31 as a significant risk for child obesity and the development of diet-

related diseases. The WHO has called for global action on this issue and called for tighter 

regulation across the whole of Europe, highlighting the gaps in the UK’s current system.32  

 

 This policy intervention is widely supported by the public and parents across the UK. Public 

polling from January 201633 found that 78 per cent of people think that think advertising on TV 

during family TV shows should be reduced and 74 per cent of the public support the introduction 

of a ban on junk food advertising on TV before the 9pm watershed. A further 71 per cent agree 
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junk food marketing makes it harder for children to eat healthily. A separate poll34 from March 

2015 among parents of children aged 5-16 showed 68 per cent agreed the Government should 

more strictly regulate the food industry to tackle how junk food is advertised to children. 

 

 

Definitions: 

 

Unhealthy foods and drinks are defined as less healthy foods differentiated according to the Food 

Standard’s Agency’s Nutrient Profiling Model (NPM). 35 

Programmes of particular appeal are defined as those where the proportion of viewers aged under 

16 is 20per cent higher than the proportion of under 16s in the general population. 

Advergames are electronic games that are used to advertise a product, a brand or an organisation. 

 

 

Contact 

For any enquiries relating to this briefing, please contact Caroline Cerny: 

Caroline.Cerny@ukhealthforum.org.uk. 

www.obesityhealthalliance.org.uk  

mailto:Caroline.Cerny@ukhealthforum.org.uk
http://www.obesityhealthalliance.org.uk/
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