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Strong scientific evidence shows that the marketing of unhealthy foods to children is a significant risk
factor contributing to childhood obesity. In 2006, amidst growing public concern about this issue, the
food and beverage industry responded with the self-regulatory Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising
Initiative. This initiative aims to significantly improve the nutritional quality of food and beverage products
advertised to children.

Children Now commissioned this study to analyze the effectiveness of the Children’s Food and Beverage
Advertising Initiative.
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Background

For the first time in modern history, the current
generation of children may face a life expec-
tancy that is shorter than that of their parents.
This is due to the childhood obesity epidemic.
Among the many health complications asso-
ciated with childhood obesity are the earlier
onset and growing rates of type 2 diabetes,
high blood pressure and heart disease. There
is a strong consensus that aggressive actions
are urgently needed to better defend the na-
tion’s children from this growing crisis.

Numerous factors have been shown to con-
tribute to childhood obesity, including reduced
physical activity, the wider availability of nutri-
tionally poor convenience foods, fewer family
meals and advertising that promotes unhealthy
foods. This study addresses food advertising to
children, a factor of particular interest because
it impacts virtually every child in the nation.
Children are exposed to tens of thousands of
commercials each year on television alone, in-
cluding ads for fast food, sugared cereals and
sugared beverages. Most of these foods are
high in added sugar, salt and fat, and they are
unhealthy when consumed on a regular basis.

In 2004, Congress commissioned the Institute
of Medicine (IOM) of the National Academies
to evaluate the role of food marketing as a con-
tributing factor to childhood obesity. The IOM
report, released in 2006, reviewed all exist-
ing scientific studies and determined that food
and beverage advertising targeted at children
influences their product preferences, requests
and diet. It concluded that “food and bever-
age marketing practices geared to children
and youth are out of balance with healthful
diets, and contribute to an environment that
puts their health at risk” (Institute of Medicine,
2006, p. 10).

Given the severity of the childhood obesity
epidemic, the IOM recommended that the
food and beverage industry shift its market-
ing practices to children away from products
high in added sugar, salt and fat, and toward
healthy products that children can safely
consume as part of their everyday diet. To un-
derscore the importance of this goal, the IOM
specified that if the industry proved unable
to achieve such reform voluntarily, Congress
should intervene with legislation.

The IOM’s conclusions confirmed the role of
food and beverage marketing practices in
the childhood obesity crisis, subsequently in-
creasing attention to the issue among public
health officials and children’s advocates. In re-
sponse to this growing pressure for change,
the food and beverage industry responded
with a self-regulatory program aimed at re-
ducing unhealthy food advertising to children.
This program is known as the Children’s Food
and Beverage Advertising Initiative.

The Children’s Food and
Beverage Advertising
Initiative

In 2006, in partnership with the Council of
Better Business Bureaus, a coalition of major
food companies announced that it would sig-
nificantly improve the nutritional quality of
foods advertised to children. The publicly
stated goal of this voluntary industry effort,
called the Children’s Food and Beverage Ad-
vertising Initiative, is to “"change the landscape
of child-directed advertising” by encouraging
healthier dietary choices and healthy lifestyles

in all advertising to children (Peeler, Kolish, &
Enright, 2009, p.1).

The initiative introduced the term “better-for-
you” to identify the products that participating
companies had self-selected as the healthier
food and beverage products they would con-
tinue to advertise to children. The initiative,
however, lacked uniform criteria specifying the
minimum nutritional standards for the “bet-
ter-for-you” designation. Rather, each of the
participating companies issued its own de-
tailed pledge that defined “better-for-you” in
its own way, resulting in substantial variabil-
ity in the nutritional criteria used from one
company to the next.

At the time this study was conducted, 15
companies were participating in the initiative
(please see page 11 for company list), in which
they publicly pledged to dramatically improve
the nutritional profile of their food marketing to
children. One additional company (Post Foods)
has joined the initiative since then, bringing the
current number of participants to 16.
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Report Objectives

The Impact of Industry Self-Regulation on the
Nutritional Quality of Foods Advertised on
Television to Children provides the first inde-
pendent, comprehensive evaluation of the
Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Ini-
tiative and its impact on the children’s food
marketing environment on television. Com-
missioned by Children Now and conducted
by Dale Kunkel, Ph.D., and colleagues at the
University of Arizona, this research report ex-
amines the food advertising environment
during children’s television programming.
The report compares advertising patterns in
2005, several years before the Children’s Food
and Beverage Advertising Initiative went into
effect, to those in 2009, after the initiative was
in place. The data from this report indicate the
extent to which this initiative has succeeded at
achieving the goals specified by the Institute
of Medicine in 2006.

One of the key measures Dr. Kunkel used to
assess the impact of the Children’s Food and
Beverage Advertising Initiative is the U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services’
Go-Slow-Whoafood rating system. This frame-
work is part of the We Can! (Ways to Enhance
Children’s Activity & Nutrition) program, de-
signed to help parents make healthier choices
for their children and families. Please refer to
the Appendix of this report for information on
the Go-Slow-Whoa food rating system.

Key Findings

The majority of advertisements from compa-
nies participating in the Children’s Food and
Beverage Advertising Initiative are for nutri-
tionally poor Whoa products, which should
only be consumed on special occasions (see
Figure 1, p. 7).

Despite industry claims that food marketing
to children would be limited to healthier prod-
ucts through the initiative, this study finds that
more than two-thirds (68.5%) of all advertising
by participating companies is for foods and
beverages in the Whoa category, the lowest
category of nutritional quality. These Whoa
products should be consumed only on “special
occasions, such as your birthday.”

Roughly one-third (31%) of the food ads from
companies participating in the initiative are
for Slow products, which have moderate nu-
tritional value but should be consumed only
“sometimes, at most several times a week.”

Healthy food advertising is invisible.

Ads for truly healthy Go products, such as veg-
etables, fruits, whole grain breads and other
products that can be consumed “anytime,”
account for less than 1% of all advertising from
participating companies. There is no increase
in the proportion of ads for healthy products
in 2009 from 2005, before the initiative went
into effect.

It would require 10 hours of viewing children’s
television programs to find one healthy food
ad. During that same period, a child viewer
would see 55 ads for Whoa foods and 20 ads
for Slow foods. In summary, fewer than one in
100 food ads promote a healthy product that
can be eaten safely on a daily basis.

Licensed characters are increasingly used to
promote nutritionally poor food and bever-
age products to children.

Research shows that licensed characters are
particularly effective at influencing children
because children trust the characters they see
in program content. Consequently, the Insti-
tute of Medicine’s report recommended that
licensed characters should be used “only for
the promotion of foods and beverages that
support healthful diets.” Yet companies par-
ticipating in the initiative have nearly doubled
their use of licensed characters over the past
four years, from 8.8% in 2005t0 15.2% in 2009,
and roughly half of all ads with such charac-
ters (49.4%) are for nutritionally poor Whoa
products.

Despite the industry’s self-regulatory pledges,
which specify that participating companies will
only use licensed characters to promote their
“better-for-you” products, none of the health-
ier foods and beverages they marketed with
licensed characters qualify as a Go product
that children can consume every day.

More than one-quarter of all food and bev-
erage advertising to children originates from
companies that do not participate in the
initiative.



Ficure 1
Nutritional Quality of Food Ads in
10 Hours of Children’s Programs
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Across all children’s food ads on television,
28.7% are by companies that do not partici-
pate in the Children’s Food and Beverage
Advertising Initiative; therefore, their market-
ing practices to children are not guided by its
measures.

In addition, the major broadcast networks
and cable channels that deliver children’s pro-
gramming and advertising play no role in the
initiative. This creates another loophole, allow-
ing a substantial proportion of food advertising
to children to occur, without holding it to stan-
dards regarding the nutritional quality of the
advertised products.

Under self-regulation, overall improvement in
the nutritional quality of foods marketed on
television to children is negligible (see Figure
2, this page).

Despite calls for dramatic reform from public
health officials and advocates, food and bev-
erage advertising to children continues to be
predominated by products of poor nutrition-
al value. In 2005, prior to the inception of the
Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Ini-
tiative, 84% of foods marketed to children were
for Whoa products. In 2009, Whoa products
have decreased only to 72.5%. Thus, at this
pace, it would take until 2017 for nutritionally
poor Whoa products to decline to only half of
all foods marketed to children and until 2033
for them to disappear entirely.

FIGURE 2

Over Time Comparisons of Nutritional Quality in Food Ads
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Conclusion

The findings in this report demonstrate that
the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising
Initiative has not improved the overall nutrition-
al quality of ads targeting children. Moreover,
the food and beverage industry has failed to
meet the Institute of Medicine’s principal rec-
ommendation to voluntarily shift the balance
of children’s food marketing away from low-
nutrient, high-density foods to “advertising
strategies that promote healthier foods, bev-
erages, and meal options.”

The advertising environment targeting chil-
dren continues to expose them to nutritionally
poor food products, contributing to the current
childhood obesity epidemic. Children Now’s
study illustrates that the Children’s Food and
Beverage Advertising Initiative has failed to
significantly improve this situation. As such, it
is time for our nation’s leaders to step forward
and help ensure a healthy food advertising en-
vironment for our children.
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Background

Childhood obesity has become one of the
most serious threats to public health. Nu-
merous factors contribute to this increasing
epidemic, including reduced levels of physical
activity for many children, shifting sociological
elements that impact family eating patterns
and the increased availability of convenience
foods with little nutritional value (Institute of
Medicine, 2005; Krishnamoorthy, Hart, & Jela-
lian, 2006). This study addresses yet another
distinct factor that contributes to childhood
obesity: television advertising that promotes
low-nutrient, high-calorie food products to
children.

Existing research shows that children’s expo-
sure to television advertising for non-nutritious
food products is a significant risk factor con-
tributing to childhood obesity (Institute of
Medicine, 2006; Kaiser Family Foundation,
2004; Vandewater & Cummings, 2008). In
the most comprehensive review of research
to date, the Institute of Medicine of the Na-
tional Academies concluded that television
commercials significantly influence children’s
food preferences, purchase requests and
dietary intake. The fact that younger children
do not comprehend the persuasive intent of
advertising messages (Calvert, 2008; Gunter,
Oates, & Blades, 2005; Kunkel et al., 2004) and
televised food advertising has long been dom-
inated by low-nutrient, high-calorie products
(Larson & Story, 2008; Palmer & Carpenter,
2006) exacerbates concern in this area. The
IOM (2006) report summed up the situation,
observing that “food and beverage marketing
practices geared to children and youth are out
of balance with healthful diets, and contrib-
ute to an environment that puts their health
at risk” (p. 374). A comparable conclusion
was reached in an earlier review of research
conducted for a similar United Kingdom gov-
ernment inquiry (Hastings et al., 2003).

Prodded by this scientific evidence, policy-
makers have devoted increasing attention to
the issue of food marketing to children as they
seek to address the growing epidemic of child-
hood obesity. The Federal Trade Commission
(FTC) has conducted hearings and issued
reports on the topic (FTC, 2008; Holt, Ippolito,
Desrochers, & Kelley, 2007); the Federal Com-
munications Commission (FCC) hosted an

inter-governmental Task Force on Media and
Childhood Obesity (FCC, 2009); and individual
members of Congress have issued statements
reflecting their concern (Harkin, 2007; Markey,
2007). Indeed, concern about the topic is not
limited to the U.S. For example, the United
Kingdom recently adopted strict governmen-
tal regulation that prohibits the advertising of
non-nutritious, or so-called “junk food,” prod-
ucts during programs that attract significant
audiences of children (Hawkes, 2007).

In an effort to respond to public concern
about the nutritional quality of the foods mar-
keted to children, a coalition of major food
companies has collaborated with the Council
of Better Business Bureaus to establish an in-
dustry self-regulatory framework designed to
improve the nutritional quality of foods adver-
tised to children (Council of Better Business
Bureaus, 2007). This effort has been termed
the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising
Initiative. Among the companies participating
in the initiative are many of the nation’s largest
food conglomerates. At the time this study
began in early 2009, a total of 15 companies
participated in the initiative. These include:

*Burger King Corporation
*Cadbury Adams USA
*Campbell Soup Company
*Coca-Cola Company
*ConAgra Foods, Inc.
*The Dannon Company
*General Mills, Inc.
*Hershey Company
*Kellogg Company

*Kraft Foods, Inc.

*Mars, Inc.

*McDonald’s USA

*Nestle USA

*PepsiCo, Inc.

*Unilever United States

As part of the industry initiative, each company
has issued a detailed pledge of its commit-
ment to limit its marketing efforts targeted
at children to healthier food products, or in
some cases, messages that promote healthy
lifestyles. It is important to note, however,
that each company defines what constitutes a
“healthier” food product based on differing nu-
tritional criteria. Participating companies have
also pledged to restrict the use of licensed
characters solely to advertising for foods that
meet their specific nutritional standards for
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healthier products, or in some cases, products
that are generically considered to be "healthy
dietary choices.” Proponents of industry self-
regulation assert that this initiative should
resolve the concerns that have been raised
and neutralize any need for direct governmen-
tal regulation of food marketing to children.
Indeed, the initiative asserts it will “change the
mix of food and beverage products advertised
to children to encourage healthier dietary
choices and healthy lifestyles” in an effort to
“change the landscape of child-directed ad-
vertising” (Peeler, Kolish, & Enright, 2009, p. D).

This study provides an independent eval-
uation of how well industry self-regulation
has accomplished these goals. While some
of the participating companies’ pledges
were announced as early as the summer of
2007, others have been added more recent-
ly, and some aspects of the pledges did not
become fully operational until January 1, 2009.
Clearly, then, 2009 provides the first oppor-
tunity to evaluate the efficacy and impact of
the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising
Initiative on the overall marketplace of adver-
tising to children.

To pursue this research agenda, there are two
key focuses that we scrutinize. The first is the
issue of whether or not each company has
succeeded in fulfilling all of the elements of its
pledge. Evaluating this issue requires careful
measurement, given the lack of a uniform nu-
trition standard for defining healthy foods
across the various companies. To accomplish
this, products advertised in commercials tar-
geted at children are linked to their parent
corporation and then assessed for conformity
with the applicable nutritional standards spec-
ified by that company.

A second and arguably more critical issue to
be examined is the impact of the industry ini-
tiative on the overall environment of food
advertising to children. Not all food companies
participate in the program, which means the
efforts of the initiative could be diluted by ad-
vertising for less healthy foods that originates
from other sources (i.e., companies not partic-
ipating in the initiative). Indeed, it is important
to assess the proportion of the total volume
of food marketing to children that is provided
by companies participating in the initiative, in
order to help evaluate its reach and impact.

Given the varying nature of the definitions of
“healthier” food products that have been es-
tablished by the participating companies, it is
also critical to independently evaluate the nu-
tritional quality of the overall marketplace of
food advertising directed at children and to
compare the patterns that are observed once
the initiative is in effect with the levels that
existed in the past. This is particularly impor-
tant because of the inclusion of foods defined
by industry as “better-for-you” as part of the
self-regulatory marketing reforms. It remains
to be seen whether foods defined as “better-
for-you” (e.g., reduced fat Oreos) are indeed
“good-for-you” (i.e., healthful), which is the
requisite goal of advertising reform that seeks
to reduce childhood obesity.

This study engages both of these critical tasks.
It examines a broad base of advertising con-
tained in a sample of more than 100 children’s
television programs monitored between Feb-
ruary and April of 2009. In the first part of
the report, we present detailed information
about the nature and extent of food market-
ing messages targeted at child audiences. In
the second portion of the report, we provide
an evaluation of the effectiveness of the in-
dustry’s effort at self-regulation, known as the
Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Ini-
tiative. In examining both of these areas, we
benefit from previous studies of food market-
ing to children that we conducted in 2005 and
2007 (Kunkel, McKinley, & Stitt, 2008; Stitt &
Kunkel, 2008). These previous studies employ
sampling strategies and measures identical to
the research reported here and, thus, provide
optimal comparison points for tracking change
over time in the food industry’s advertising
practices targeted at children.

Finally, we note that this study employs a
uniqgue measurement strategy for evaluat-
ing the nutritional quality of advertised foods.
Many previous studies that have assessed food
advertising to children either measure product
type without any evaluation of nutritional
quality or, alternatively, report such detailed
nutritional information that it is difficult to draw
practical conclusions from the evidence. The
former approach is clearly inadequate, partic-
ularly as marketers’ practices evolve toward
healthier foods. While one might reasonably
have surmised that a “fast food” ad represent-
ed a non-nutritious product in the distant past,



today such an ad might just as well present a
fruit plate as opposed to a burger and fries.
This underscores that the nutritional quality of
the foods advertised in each commercial must
be carefully measured, rather than inferred. We
(Kunkel, McKinley, & Stitt, 2008; Stitt & Kunkel,
2008) successfully employed a measurement
framework based on a consumer-oriented nu-
tritional scheme devised by the Department
of Health and Human Services as part of the
agency’s We Can! (Ways to Enhance Children’s
Activity and Nutrition) public information ini-
tiative. These measures simplify the evaluation
of nutritional quality, while maintaining strong
rigor and credibility, thus maximizing the value
of the evidence produced by the study.

To summarize, this study provides a detailed
examination of the overall landscape of tele-
vised food advertising to children. It identifies
changes that have occurred between 2005
and 2009. The study also assesses compli-
ance with the industry self-regulatory program
known as the Children’s Food and Beverage
Advertising Initiative. Finally, the study ana-
lyzes the impact of industry self-regulation on
the nutritional quality of foods advertised in
the overall children’s television marketplace.

In the next section, we detail the methodology
used to conduct the research.

Method

Sample

This study examines food advertising in a
broad base of children’s programming on
broadcast and cable television channels. The
sampling design involves the creation of two
composite days (one weekday, one Satur-
day) for each network included in the study.
Composite days are created by videotaping
programming at randomly selected times over
a period of several months, until an entire day’s
schedule has been recreated through the com-
posite collection process for each network.
The sampling strategy captures one episode
of all children’s programming that regularly
airs between 7:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m. on each
of the targeted channels. (See Stitt & Kunkel,
2008 for more detailed information regarding
the procedure for creating composite days, as
well as an explanation of how the technique

maximizes the representativeness of content-
based findings.)

Children’s programs were defined as any show
with a V-chip rating of TV-Y (appropriate for
all children) or TV-Y7 (appropriate for children,
ages 7 and above), or any show with an FCC
rating of E/I (educational/informational for
children) that claims to target children under
12 years of age. The audiences for all of the
programs sampled are consistently predomi-
nated by children younger than 12.

The channels examined in the study include all
five national broadcast networks that deliver
children’s programming: ABC, CBS, Fox, NBC
and CW. In addition, two national cable net-
works that are among the largest providers
of children’s programming are also included:
Cartoon Network and Nickelodeon. The Disney
Channel was omitted because the network
does not present “outside” (i.e., non-Disney-
based) advertising and, thus, food marketing
would likely be minimal, if not absent entirely.

The 2009 sample included a total of 139 shows,
representing 70.5 hours of children’s program-
ming across the seven networks included in the
study. The programs were recorded between
February 1, 2009, and April 15, 2009. Where
applicable, we compared our 2009 data with
findings from our previous studies, using iden-
tical methods and measures to analyze food
advertising (Kunkel, McKinley, & Stitt, 2008;
Stitt & Kunkel, 2008).

Measures

All non-program content (see Condry, Bence,
& Scheibe, 1988) that appeared during each
children’s program was categorized by SEGMENT
TYPE (i.e., commercial, program promotion,
public service announcement) and mea-
sured for length of time. In order to provide
context, descriptive information is provided at
the outset of the Results section regarding the
overall amount of time devoted to advertising.
All other data reported in the study, however,
are derived solely from the examination of
commercials devoted to food products.

Each food commercial was first categorized
by proDUCT TYPE. Categories were constructed
in an effort to discriminate more healthy from
less healthy foods, while at the same time facil-
itating comparisons with previous research to
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the greatest extent possible. When necessary,
information required to properly classify ad-
vertised products was obtained by consulting
ingredient labels on products and/or company
websites. Categoriesincluded: sugared snacks,
salted snacks, sugared beverages, sugared
cereals, pastries/waffles, pasta, fast food/
restaurants, dairy, fruits/vegetables/100%
fruit juice, and prepackaged lunches, among
others. Applicable products were considered
‘sugared snacks’ or ‘sugared cereals’ if sugar
was one of the first three ingredients listed.
Drinks were considered ‘sugared beverages’ if
they included any added sugar.

In addition to classifying food commercials
descriptively by product type, each advertise-
ment was also categorized according to its fit
with an evaluative food rating scheme devised
by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services (2005). The department employs
the We Can! campaign to help parents select
a healthy diet for their children (www.nhlbi.
nih.gov/health/public/heart/obesity/wecan/
index.htm), of which the centerpiece is a food
rating system that differentiates products
in three categories: Go, Slow and Whoa. Go
foods are products rich in nutrients and rela-
tively low in calories. They are low in fat and
added sugar and, therefore, can be consumed
“almost anytime” (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 2005, p. 14). Examples
include vegetables, fruits, whole grain breads
or breakfast cereals, fig bars, low-fat yogurt,
nonfat milk and diet soda. Slow foods are
higher in fat, added sugar and calories than Go
foods, and should be consumed “sometimes,
at most several times a week” (U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, 2005,
p. 14). Examples include broiled hamburgers,
nuts or peanut butter, waffles, most pastas,
100% juice, sports drinks and 2% low-fat milk.
Whoa foods are high in calories and low in
nutrients. They are highest in fat and added
sugar, and should be consumed “only once in
awhile or on special occasions” and then only
in small portions (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 2005, p. 14). Examples
include french fries, fried chicken or hamburg-
ers, cookies, cakes, pies, ice cream, candy,
whole milk and regular soda.

Food commercials were also evaluated for
the advertisement’s PRIMARY THEME/APPEAL. This
measure has been used consistently in content

analyses of advertising to children (Barcus,
1977; Kunkel & Gantz, 1992) to represent the
predominant promotional strategy embodied
in the segment overall and is judged as a mu-
tually exclusive variable for each commercial.
Categories included: fun/happiness, taste/
flavor/smell, premium, unique product, popu-
larity of product and healthy product, among
others. Ads are placed in a given category if
they associate the product with the applica-
ble theme. For example, a McDonald’s ad in
which Ronald McDonald jumps in a swimming
pool and is shown exercising vigorously while
playing various water activities with lots of chil-
dren would be classified as a physical activity
theme. An example of a fun/happiness appeal
is an ad where children are shown going on
a scavenger hunt to find the cereal they love,
with the ad ending with the children shown as
satisfied upon finding and eating the cereal. An
example of a popularity theme/appeal is an ad
where a parent is shown serving the product to
a crowd of neighborhood children, all of whom
are clamoring loudly for the food item.

Other tactics used by food marketers to in-
crease the attractiveness of their products
to children were measured, including the use
of SPOKES-CHARACTERS (Characters associated
solely with the product, e.g., Cap’n Crunch,
Ronald McDonald); LICENSED CHARACTERS/CE-
LEBRITY PRODUCT ENDORSERS (characters whose
popularity is not originally associated with a
food product, e.g., Spongebob Squarepants,
Dora the Explorer); cONTESTS; and WEBSITE PRO-
MoTIONS (ad identifies a website address for
children to visit that is sponsored by the food
company, e.g., www.postopia.com).

To evaluate compliance with self-regulatory
pledges regarding the nutritional standards
and use of licensed characters, we compared
all products observed in advertising monitored
by the study to the nutritional guidelines spec-
ified by the relevant parent company, as part
of the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertis-
ing Initiative. To confirm product ingredients,
we relied on information included in the label-
ing for each product.

Coding and Reliability

The classification of data for the study was ac-
complished by a group of seven coders. All
coders were trained over an eight-week period
and practiced extensively in order to achieve



acceptable levels of inter-coder reliability
before beginning the process of generating
data for the study. Reliability was assessed at
the end of training and roughly once per week
during the two-month period required to com-
plete all classification of data. All advertising
contained in a total of 10 randomly select-
ed half-hour programs was evaluated by all
coders and compared using Scott’s pi to de-
termine reliability coefficients. The programs
contained 48 food commercials. All variables
examined in the study achieved a level of re-
liability of .90 or above with the exception of
primary theme/appeal, which yielded agree-
ment at .76. This judgment is inherently more
subjective and interpretive, and, thus, find-
ings involving this attribute should be viewed
with caution. Notwithstanding this one vari-
able, all measures in the study proved highly
reliable and, thus, the data can be viewed with
confidence.

Results

This report of findings addresses two distinct
topic areas investigated by our research. The
first provides descriptive information analyzing
the amount and type of food advertising deliv-
ered during children’s television programming.
Where possible, we compare the findings from
our current data gathered in 2009 with pat-
terns observed in our previous studies in 2005
and 2007. This first section also includes an
overall assessment of the nutritional quality of
the foods marketed on television to children.
These data provide a clear picture of the en-
vironment of food advertising on television to
children and how it has changed over the past
four years.

The second aspect of our findings (below)
evaluates the efficacy of the Children’s Food
and Beverage Advertising Initiative that was
implemented in July 2007. As of early 2009,
a total of 15 companies participated in the
initiative, each one offering a unique com-
mitment to improve their marketing activities
targeted at children. Our evaluation employs
two complementary perspectives. The first
assesses whether or not the companies com-
plied with their pledges, issued under the
initiative program. The second, and arguably
more critical analysis, examines the extent to
which the industry’s self-regulatory program

has successfully transformed the landscape
of food marketing to children, from an em-
phasis on low-nutrient, high-density food
products to an emphasis on healthier foods
and beverages.

Amount and Type of
Televised Food Marketing to
Children

The findings reported in this section are or-
ganized according to key research questions
addressed by the study.

QUESTION: How much food advertising is
presented during children’s programming?

Across the entire sample of 139 programs
monitored in 2009, a total of 1,819 commer-
cials were observed. Of these, 534 (29.5%)
were food and beverage ads. This total base
of advertising for food products is the founda-
tion of all evidence presented in this report.

Table 1 compares the amount of food ad-
vertising on broadcast and cable television.
Broadcast carried slightly higher levels of food
advertising (8.8 ads/hour) than cable (7.2 ads/
hour) in 2009. Across both media, children’s
programming presented an average of 7.6
food ads per hour.

The rate at which food ads appear during chil-
dren’s shows has declined over the four-year
span of this study (see Table 2). Our previ-
ous research found an average of 10.9 food
ads per hour appeared in 2005, and 8.5 per
hour in 2007, compared to our current finding
of 7.6 per hour in 2009. Across the 2005-09
study period, the overall number of com-
mercial messages included in children’s
programming has remained relatively stable,
with means ranging from 23.3 to 25.8 total ads
per hour. Thus, food ads represent a smaller
proportion of the overall children’s advertis-
ing environment today than in the past, and
young viewers are likely to encounter fewer
food ads while watching children’s programs
in 2009 as compared to recent years. This
shift is consistent with the widespread pattern
of incremental reductions in traditional mea-
sured-media advertising practices by most
marketers as they implement a corresponding
increase in online and other digital media pro-
motional efforts (Chester, 2008). Despite this
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TABLE 1
Comparison of Time Devoted to Food Ads and Non-Food Ads
Food Ads (N=534) Non-Food Ads (N=1285) Total Ads (N=1819)
Minutes Minutes Minutes
N per hour per hour N per hour per hour N per hour per hour
Broadcast 8.8 3:06 15.3 6:45 241 9:52
Cable 7.2 2:39 19 8:06 26.3 10:45
Overall 7.6 2:44 18.2 7:49 25.8 10:34
TABLE 2
Differences in Time Devoted To Food and Non-Food Ads Across Channel Type, 2005-2009
Broadcast Cable Overall
2005 2007 2009 2005 2007 2009 2005 2007 2009
Food ads per hour 12.72 8.2° 8.8° 9.92 8.6° 7.2° 10.92 8.5° 7.6°
Minutes per hour devoted to
food ads 5:142 3:16° 3:06° 3:528  3:33° 2:39P 4:228 329  2:44c
Non-food ads per hour 11.52 13.3%°  15.3° 13.45  15.22 19.0° 12.8¢  14.7° 18.2¢
Minutes per hour devoted to
non-food ads 4:30°2 G:z2=0 G5 5:592 6112 8:06° 5:292 6:022  7:49°
All ads per hour 24.22 21.5° 2472 2322 23.8* 26.3° 23762 2332 258°
Minutes per hour devoted to
all ads 9:452 8:49° 9:522 9:522 9:452  10:45° | 9:51° 9:322  10:34°

Findings with different subscripts are significantly different at p <.05.

[0)]

shift, however, food commercials remain a sig-
nificant presence on television and are still one
of the most heavily advertised product types
on that medium.

QUESTION: What types of food products are
advertised to children?

A smallnumber of popular categories accounts
for the large majority of food advertising to
children. In 2009, commercials promoting
sugared cereals, fast foods/restaurants and
sugared snacks comprised over 70% of all food
advertising during children’s shows (see Table
3). This pattern has held relatively stable over
the past several decades (Kunkel & Mcllrath,
2003; Palmer & Carpenter, 2006). Consistent
with this pattern, these same categories ac-
counted for 67.6% of all food commercials in
our 2005 study.

A noticeable shift from 2005 to 2009 is that
fast foods/restaurants have increased their
share from 20.8% to 35.5% of the total volume

of food advertising during children’s pro-
gramming. In contrast, the proportion of ads
devoted to sugared snacks declined from
20.8% to 10.1% during that same period. Most
other aspects of the product profiles adver-
tised to children remained relatively stable,
just as they have in the past. Of particular note,
the category of fruits/vegetables/100% juice
remained almost invisible, accounting for 0.4%
of all advertising during children’s programs in
2009, as compared to 0.7% in 2005.

QUESTION: What types of persuasive tactics
are used to promote food products to
children?

Each food commercial observed during the
study was judged for its primary theme or
appeal. Associating fun/happiness with the
advertised product was the most common
tactic used in advertising to children, account-
ing for 30.7% of all ads (see Table 4). Nearly as
common, taste/flavor/smell was the primary
theme in 28.8% of all ads. The offering of a



TABLE 3
