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A B S T R A C T

Food marketing is a major contributor to high rates of obesity and diet-related disease among children.
Researchers, advocates, and policymakers have called for improvements in the nutrition quality of foods mar-
keted to children to improve children's health. In the United States, for over 10 years, the food and beverage
industry has responded with self-regulatory initiatives, touting the success of these efforts. However, public
health researchers have documented very limited improvements. As a product of conference proceedings, we
briefly summarize US self-regulation of food and beverage marketing to children, argue that reliance on industry
self-regulation limits meaningful change, and explain why existing food companies cannot market truly healthy
foods to children. After over a decade of self-regulation, industry continues to exploit loopholes and bombard
children with marketing for foods that can negatively impact their health. Still, the political will to advocate for
effective government regulation remains a challenge. Shifts in parents’ attitudes toward supporting policies to
protect children from food marketing and local government actions to improve the food environment are pro-
mising indicators of increasing demand for action. However, sustained and well-publicized research and ad-
vocacy are necessary to generate broader support to enact such policies at the state and federal level in order to
effectively address this public health crisis.

1. Introduction

In the US, 17% of youth ages 2–17 experience obesity and 5.8%
have extreme obesity [28]. Food and beverage marketing aimed at
children and adolescents promotes almost exclusively unhealthy pro-
ducts and is a major contributor to these alarming rates of obesity and
lifelong negative effects on children's health [14,17,19,27,44]. Re-
searchers, advocates and policymakers have called for dramatic
changes in food marketing, focusing primarily on the poor nutritional
quality of foods and beverages marketed directly to children
[18,19,42]. In response, over 10 years ago the food and beverage in-
dustry implemented the Children's Food and Beverage Advertising In-
itiative [CFBAI], a voluntary self-regulatory program in which partici-
pating companies promised to become part of the solution to the
childhood obesity crisis [5]. Over that time, public health researchers
have documented very limited improvements in food marketing to
children and identified numerous loopholes in industry self-regulation
that allow companies to continue to aggressively market unhealthy
foods to children [14,18,29].

We argue that the public health focus on the poor nutritional quality
of foods marketed to children, and the corollary that marketing of

healthy foods to children would be beneficial, has contributed to an
appearance of progress without any noticeable improvements in the
unhealthy food marketing environment that continues to surround
children. One major obstacle is that the food and beverage marketers
believe companies have a right to market to children, and do not con-
sider whether or not it is the right thing to do [7]. As such, public health
advocates and researchers see “ethical problems that [food and bev-
erage] companies do not see” [7].

In this paper we will describe industry self-regulation of food mar-
keting to children in the US and why self-regulatory initiatives have
only slightly moved the needle. We will also describe shifts in parents’
attitudes about food marketing policies to protect children. In addition,
we will explain how successful local government policy actions indicate
an increasing demand for changes in the food environment and provide
an opportunity to measure policy effectiveness. We will also argue that
public health researchers and advocates must continue to evaluate and
persuasively communicate the limitations in industry self-regulation to
increase parents’ and policymakers’ understanding of the unhealthy
impact of food marketing on children and support of government po-
licies that create a healthier food environment for children.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2020.113139
Received 9 February 2020; Received in revised form 13 August 2020; Accepted 13 August 2020

⁎ Corresponding author at: Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity, University of Connecticut, One Constitution Plaza, Suite 600, Hartford, CT, 06103, USA.
E-mail addresses: frances.fleming@uconn.edu (F. Fleming-Milici), jennifer.harris@uconn.edu (J.L. Harris).

Physiology & Behavior 227 (2020) 113139

Available online 15 August 2020
0031-9384/ © 2020 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

T

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00319384
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/physbeh
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2020.113139
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2020.113139
mailto:frances.fleming@uconn.edu
mailto:jennifer.harris@uconn.edu
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2020.113139
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.physbeh.2020.113139&domain=pdf


1.1. Industry self-regulation

In the early 2000s, public health advocates began to focus on the
toxic food environment, including massive amounts of unhealthy food
marketing targeted to children, amidst skyrocketing rates of obesity
among young people [1]. In 2006, the Institute of Medicine conducted a
thorough review of the research in this area and concluded that food
marketing “geared to children and youth is out of balance with re-
commended healthful diets and contributes to an environment that puts
their health at risk” and that it increases children's preferences and
purchase requests to parents for energy-dense nutrient-poor products
[19]. The report's authors specifically recommended that food and
beverage companies reformulate to make foods and beverages lower in
calories, fat, salt, sugars, and higher in nutrition, and shift their ad-
vertising and marketing emphasis for child-directed foods and drinks to
these reformulated products.

To avoid government regulation that could constrain successful
marketing practices, food and beverage companies responded with
promises to be part of the solution to childhood obesity [24]. Since
2007, major US food and beverage companies have implemented vo-
luntary self-regulatory pledges through the Children's Food and Bev-
erage Advertising Initiative (CFBAI), a Better Business Bureau program.
Currently 17 major food and beverage companies and 2 fast food res-
taurant chains are members. The goal is to “shift the mix of foods ad-
vertised to children under 12 to encourage healthier dietary choices.”
Participating companies agree to only advertise products that meet
specific nutrition criteria on child-directed media [5]. Since its launch,
the CFBAI has responded to criticism about lax nutrition criteria by
adopting uniform nutrition standards in 2011 and further strengthening
its nutrition standards in 2018.

Since 2007, research has shown some modest improvement in the
nutritional quality of products advertised to children. In 2009, 86% of
TV ads viewed by children were for products high in saturated fat,
sugar, or sodium, down from 94% in 2003 [30]. However, a 2017
analysis showed that children (ages 2–11) continued to view, on
average, more than 11 food-related ads on TV every day, and the ma-
jority (72%) of those ads were for products in primarily unhealthy ca-
tegories, including fast food and other restaurants, cereal, candy,
snacks, and sugary drinks. Further, less than 10% of food ads viewed
promoted products in healthier categories, such as yogurt, other dairy,
bottled water, or fruits and vegetables [14].

Despite limited improvement, the industry touts the success of self-
regulation by highlighting product reformulations to conform with
CFBAI nutrition standards [6]. However, a recent analysis of the nu-
tritional quality of products that met CFBAI nutrition criteria and could
be featured in child-directed advertising (i.e., listed products) found
that the majority of these products do not support a diet that accords
with the 2015–2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans [[14],[41]]. For
example, from 2007 to 2016 the sugar in child-targeted cereals was
reduced from 13 grams per serving to 9 or 10 grams, but these cereals
remain more than 1/3 sugar by weight per serving. (One serving of
cereal is 27–30 grams by weight) [14]. Although these products meet
the CFBAI's industry-established nutrition standards, they do not con-
form with health and nutrition experts’ recommendations for foods and
drinks that children should be encouraged to consume [[31],[40],
[41]]. Of note, the CFBAI-approved products for advertising directed to
children (i.e., those that meet their guidelines as “better for you”) in-
clude sugary cereals such as Fruity Pebbles and Reese's Peanut Butter
Puffs, Popsicles, and Capri Sun Roarin’ Waters and Kool-Aid sugary
drinks [5].

As an indicator of successful self-regulation, industry also points to
improvements in food advertising on children's programming (e.g.,
Nickelodeon, Cartoon Network). However, these “successes” also
highlight additional loopholes in industry self-regulation. Although
participating companies have complied with CFBAI pledges to only
advertise “approved” products on child-directed TV programming

(defined as programs in which children ages 2 −11 comprise 35% or
more of the audience), children also view large numbers of TV ads on
other types of TV, including “tween” and family programming [16].
Following self-regulation, research shows a 45% decline in food and
beverage ads that children saw on child-directed TV from 2007 to 2016,
together with a substantial increase in food ads viewed on other types
of TV (+42% for younger children ages 2 to 5 and +26% for 6 to 11-
year-olds) [14]. Furthermore, more than one-half of the ads children
viewed on non-children's TV were for products that CFBAI-participating
companies pledged they would not advertise to children. Therefore,
some CFBAI-participating companies have shifted their advertising
dollars to programming that does not qualify as “child-directed” under
their pledges, but still has a large audience of child viewers. In addition,
thirty percent of ads that children (ages 2–11) viewed in 2016 were
from companies (primarily fast food) that do not belong to the CFBAI
[14]. Further, companies promise to improve advertising only to chil-
dren 11 years and younger, while children 12 years and older are also
highly susceptible to influence from unhealthy food marketing [13].
These findings demonstrate that both the exploitation of loopholes by
CFBAI companies and the voluntary nature of participation are major
shortcomings of self-regulation.

1.2. Barriers to effective self-regulation

Public health experts have made numerous recommendations for
closing these loopholes in food industry self-regulation, including
strengthening nutrition standards, expanding the definition of child-
directed advertising, increasing the age of children covered by pledges,
and setting nutrition standards for all products sold by advertised
brands (not just those pictured in the advertising) [18,20]. Interest-
ingly, some analyses of the shortcomings of industry self-regulation
have concluded with discussions of industry promises for future im-
provements in CFBAI, including strengthening nutrition standards, and
hopes that these changes will help close the loopholes and bring about
significant change in food marketing to children [[7],[33]]. Given the
lack of meaningful progress after more than 10 years of industry self-
regulation, it may be time to conclude that industry self-regulation
cannot be effective and focus instead on the need for government reg-
ulation of food marketing to children.

A major barrier to effective self-regulation is that food and beverage
companies’ primary goal – to generate profits – is antithetical to im-
proving the health of children. Developing and marketing healthier
products to replace unhealthy, but highly successful, products in a
company's portfolio will have negative consequences for a company's
bottom-line. These consequences will be even greater when a compa-
ny's major competitors do not also reduce their marketing of unhealthy
products. Moreover, barriers to changing successful marketing strate-
gies are even greater for publicly traded food companies. For example,
PepsiCo's short-lived strategy to focus on developing and marketing
“better-for-you” products and reduce advertising of its unhealthy
brands resulted in lost revenue and market share to competitors who
continued to aggressively advertise their sugary soft drinks and snacks.
Due to significant shareholder pressure, the company was forced to
refocus on its “core” brands (e.g., Pepsi, Doritos, and Cheetos) [35].

Furthermore, it is unclear how food and beverage companies could
meet public health calls to market nutritious foods to children. Major
food and beverage companies manufacture and market primarily ultra-
processed foods, and there is growing evidence that consumption of
highly processed food (not just foods high in sugar, fat, or salt) is linked
with diet-related disease [[25],[32],[36]]. Most major food and bev-
erage companies, including companies with the greatest amount of
advertising directed to children, are not in the business of selling fruits,
vegetables, and plain whole grain, and dairy foods – the products that
children should be consuming in greater quantities. Therefore, even
companies’ “better-for-you” products are not beneficial for children's
health.
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Entrusting that self-regulation will someday deliver improvements
in the food marketing environment for children appears to be un-
realistic [23]. As noted in a study reporting interviews with food and
beverage industry representatives on the topic of marketing to children,
they confirmed that industry does adhere to regulations. But many also
express the opinion that, “if it is legal, it is ethical,” giving them per-
mission to market to children in any way that does not violate their self-
regulatory pledges (or government regulation when applicable) [7].
Further, food and beverage marketers consider parents to be the “ulti-
mate gatekeepers” so from the food marketers’ perspective the re-
sponsibility of healthy food consumption among children rests on
parents, not food and beverage companies [7].

1.3. Shifts in attitudes about government regulation

Public health experts are pushing back on this premise that industry
self-regulation can improve food marketing to children in a meaningful
way [[23],[45]]. Early evaluations of self-regulation forecasted the
need for governmental intervention if evaluations continued to show
the absence of real improvements in child-directed food marketing
[30]. Kumanyika [22] argues that “ethical principles should be lever-
aged” to justify interventions to regulate food marketing on behalf of
children's rights and acknowledges that it may be idealistic to consider
that the rights of children will take precedence over the rights of “en-
tities that stand to lose” (i.e., food and beverage companies). Kuma-
nyika [22] also explains that “protecting the rights of different entities
depends upon societal attitudes.” It appears that in the US societal at-
titudes toward food marketing policies to protect children are shifting
toward greater government responsibility.

Research demonstrates that parents broadly support government
policies to reduce unhealthy food marketing to children, including al-
lowing only healthy food advertising on TV programs to children
younger than age 12 and no advertising on TV programs targeted to
children younger than age 8 [9]. Further, from 2012 to 2015 there was
a significant increase in support for policies to restrict food advertising
to children on TV (65–75%) and in schools (59–66%), including not
allowing the marketing of any food or beverages on school grounds
[15]. Support for policies that impact sugary drink marketing also in-
creased. In 2012 approximately one-half of parents supported policies
such as warning labels on sugary drinks and sugary drink taxes, but by
2015 64% supported such policies [15].

There are some indicators that the political will to address un-
healthy food marketing to children and its negative effects on children's
diets and health through government regulation is also increasing. For
example, the United States Department of Agriculture now requires
schools to prohibit marketing foods and drinks to students that do not
meet Smart Snacks in School nutrition standards for foods that can be
sold to in schools [40]. In addition, policymakers have enacted some
local regulations that limit unhealthy food marketing. To date, 3 states
and 14 municipalities have enacted local laws to make healthier bev-
erages (water, milk, or 100% juice) the automatic option with restau-
rant kids’ meals; Santa Clara, CA, and San Francisco have enacted nu-
trition standards for fast-food children's meals that come with toys; and
California passed legislation prohibiting schools from advertising un-
healthy food or beverages during the school day [[3],[26]]. Also, some
policies that have been enacted or proposed benefit children and adults.
As outlined by Falbe [8] within these conference proceedings, sugary
drink excise taxes have been passed in 8 US municipalities, and there is
evidence that such taxes effectively decrease purchases and consump-
tion of sugary drinks [39]. Notably, although these taxes do not directly
address food marketing to children, price increases have been shown to
affect purchases by youth more than adults [4]. In addition, these po-
licies limit companies’ ability to price sugary drinks at a very low price,
which is a key marketing strategy with disproportionate appeal to
young people. As noted by Grummon et al. [12] in these proceedings,
policies to require warning labels on sugary drinks have been proposed

in five US states and passed in one, however implementation of that
ordinance (in San Francisco) has been delayed as the specific warnings
proposed were struck down in court [34]. Both Falbe [8] and Grummon
et al. [12] discuss the ethical issues related to enacting sugary drink
taxes and food warning labels, respectively, and acknowledge the im-
portance of ethical analyses of such policies in order to ensure the
public health benefits outweigh the costs.

1.4. Researchers and advocates play a critical role

Public health experts increasingly recognize that industry self-reg-
ulation has not been effective and that government regulation is re-
quired [[10],[45]]. Yet, the implementation of government regulation
faces major hurdles in the US due to corporations’ massive resources
dedicated to increasing sales of processed food through marketing,
lobbying against policies that would limit sales, and corporate social
responsibility campaigns designed to deflect criticism of corporate
practices [21], as well as the First Amendment protections that corpo-
rate speech enjoys. Therefore, enormous political will is required to
counteract this influence, and public health researchers and advocates
have an important role to play in strengthening that will.

Although support for government policies to restrict food marketing
to children has increased, many parents believe that food marketing to
children is annoying and makes parenting more difficult, but is essen-
tially harmless [14,37]. Research has demonstrated that the belief that
food marketing has a negative effect on children is the strongest pre-
dictor of support for restrictions on food marketing to children [[9],
[11]]. Further, experts suggest that a failure to recognize the harm
associated with food marketing exposure is a barrier to support for
policies to regulate food marketing [2]. Therefore, informing parents
and other constituents about the extent and harmful impact of food
marketing to children remains a public health priority. Researchers
must continue to document marketing practices, examine how food
marketing affects children, publicize their results, and communicate
their findings to advocates and policymakers. In addition, researchers
must evaluate the implementation of existing policies, including de-
termining impact on children's consumption and weight status, both
within and outside of the US as these evaluations may encourage future
policy actions [[26],[38],[43]].

2. Conclusions

It appears it is time come to terms with the limitations that food and
beverage industry self-regulation poses. The vast majority of food and
beverage companies are in the business of marketing highly-processed
products for profit and they are unable to produce and market the types
of foods and beverages children are encouraged to consume for good
health; therefore, policies to limit children's exposure to food and
beverage marketing are needed. Fortunately, outside of the US coun-
tries are pioneering policies that reduce food marketing to children and
much can be learned by examining which elements of these policies are
most effective [38]. Within the US, policies that directly address food
and beverage marketing to children are more likely to be proposed and
passed at the local level [26]. Given the growth of such policies within
the past five years there is hope more will follow [[3],[26]]. Supreme
Court Justice Louis Brandeis pointed out the importance of states and
localities to serve as “laboratories” to try “novel social and economic
experiments.” Policies that have been tested in one jurisdiction may be
adopted in others, and possibly scaled-up. With this is mind, sustained
effort on the part of researchers, advocates, and policymakers will be
needed to develop, implement and evaluate policies that reduce food
and beverage marketing to children and ultimately create a food en-
vironment that supports children's health.
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