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ABSTRACT
Technology Enhanced Food Marketing to Children on the Internet:
A Content Analysis

by

Sarah A. Ochsner
Dr. Timothy Bungum, Advisory Committee Chair
Associate Professor of Environmental and Occupational Health
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

In light of the continuing epidemic of childhood obesity, aggressive food marketing
strategies have come under increased scrutiny as a possible contributing factor. It has been
acknowledged in numerous studies, that poor nutrient quality of food and beverages dominate
children’s programming. The growth in child-specific media envoys has further increased
favorable opportunities to market food and beverages to children, notably less regulated and
parentally unsupervised. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 65% of children aged 6-11 have
home access to the Internet; and today, the majority of food manufacturers operate websites
appealing to children. The Institute of Medicine issued a warning to all food manufacturers to shift
the balance of food and beverages advertised to children from high-calorie, low-nutrient foods to
more healthful foods or face federal restrictions on food marketing to children.
This study conducted a content analysis of after-school television aimed at children as well as
rated the nutritional quality of the most advertised food and beverages marketed. Internet
websites owned by the most advertised food and beverages were identified and examined for
their content as well. This data analysis was completed after the implementation of the Children’s
Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative self-regulation; therefore all participating companies
were further evaluated for violations of their individual pledges as they were related to the scope
of this study. The purpose of this study was to illustrate the stealth advertising utilized via the
Internet and provide information for promoting awareness among nutrition and health
professionals as well as among policy makers.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
At a government hearing on March 2, 2004, the U.S. Surgeon General, Dr. Richard
Carmona, spoke out on the growing epidemic of childhood obesity. He warned of the alarming
increase in the prevalence of overweight children and the subsequent increase of obesity-related
diseases, such as Type 2 diabetes. Dr. Carmona further predicted:
“Because of the increasing rates of obesity, unhealthy eating habits, and physical
inactivity, we may see the first generation that will be less healthy and have a
shorter life expectancy than their parents (Carmona, 2004-March).”
His prediction is supported by the findings that childhood obesity tends to persist into
adulthood, which results in an enhanced risk of obesity related diseases throughout the life-span
(Arnas, 2006). Approximately 80% of overweight children transition into overweight adults;
conversely, adult morbid obesity disproportionately correlates to an overweight childhood
(Freedman et al., 2001).
According to the Surgeon General, this prediction can be reversed by two key factors: (1)
increased physical activity, and (2) healthier eating habits. In his closing remarks, Dr. Carmona
called upon parents to take responsibility for teaching children to enjoy healthy foods and
increase physical activity through positive role-modeling. In a nation where more than half (55%)
of adults are estimated to be overweight or obese, this simplistic solution to the epidemic of
childhood obesity may prove challenging, ultimately necessitating the investigation into other
influencing factors (CDC, 2008).

Childhood Obesity and Unclear Etiology
The most widely accepted definition of obesity is a net energy imbalance between
calories consumed via food and beverages, and calories expended through daily physical activity,
metabolism, normal growth and development (CDC, 2008). However, the acknowledgement of
extraneous variables can further accentuate this net energy imbalance to promote a child to be
overweight, and complicate the etiology of obesity to be best explained as multi-factorial.
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Although numerous studies have been, and will continue to be conducted, the impossibility of
teasing out exclusive factors from a tangled web of potential influences prevent establishing
causality to the climbing trend of childhood obesity. Nonetheless, childhood obesity has more
than tripled among children aged 6-11 in the past three (3) decades, and continues to attract and
demand the attention of consumer interest groups, health professionals, academics, public policy
makers, and even industry leaders (CDC, 2008).

Growing Technology and Profitable Food Marketing to Children
Since the advent of home television, children-targeted advertising has been a strategic
marketing plan utilized by the food industry (Wiesenfeld et al., 2007). Children are often glorified
as the ideal, captive audience for advertising, as they are easily influenced, receptive to
marketing messages, and have the a long life ahead as consumers (Wiesenfeld et al., 2007).
Many current trends in childhood commercialization, especially growing children-specific media
opportunities, have piqued marketing interest in this target group and intensified the profusion of
media into children’s daily life (Calvert, 2008). In the US, the food industry spent $1.6 billion on
marketing food and beverages to children and adolescents in 2006, specifically devoting $870
million to children under age 12 (FTC, 2008).
Media use, such as television, video games, and the Internet, has been much debated as
a contributing factor to the sedentary lifestyle of most children (CDC, 2008), as well as a
persistent influence on their nutritionally poor diets (Nestle, 2003).While the former is an accepted
relationship, less accepted is the latter relationship between frequently advertised unhealthy
foods and high-calorie, low nutrient childhood diets (Jordan, 2008). A multitude of studies over
the last decade have failed to unravel the connection between television exposure to food
advertisements and overweight trends in childhood (CDC, 2008; Gantz et al., 2007; Holt et al.,
2007). In fact, some studies show that the nutritional content of the foods advertised to children
via television over the past 3 decades has not declined, but remained constant; challenging all
causal links between television advertising exposure and obesogenic diets (Byrd-Bredbenner &
Grasso, 2000).
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Despite the fact that television is still the dominant media for food advertising, as food
companies devoted 46% of all youth marketing expenditures to television commercials in 2006;
new digital media has introduced an important component to child-based food promotions (FTC,
2008). The Internet is host to much less expensive advertising than television and virtually all
major food companies operate websites to engage children (Weber et al., 2006). While some
have predicted the transition from television advertising to Internet marketing of food and
beverages to children an obvious flee from mounting pressure and looming federal regulation
pinches; it is unclear how this transition will impact children. What is clear, is the necessity for
exploration into the compounded affect new online food marketing practices have over the
expanding media outlets used in today’s technologically progressive environment; including the
Internet, cell phones, movies, video games, etc (Calvert, 2008). These technological
advancements and unlimited media marketing envoys directed at children exacerbate their
obesogenic affect on the acknowledged contributors to overweight – poor diet and inactivity
(Dalmeny et al., 2004). A comprehensive study published by the Institute of Medicine (IOM)
concluded that “the exposure to advertising influences key dietary precursors among children
(ages 2-11), including their food-related beliefs, preferences, purchase requests, and short-term
choices” (IOM, 2006). With the incessant growth of new and innovative technology resulting in
increased media use, especially among children, continuous investigation and policy refreshment
is required to rival these new marketing opportunities to children.

Purpose of the Study
As previously stated; in general, the most basic etiology of obesity is not complex, yet the
tangled interaction of variables predisposing epidemic rates of obesity is far too complex to tease
out one single variable as the cause. Therefore, it is beyond the scope of this study to attribute
the variable of nutrient poor Internet food advertising aimed at children to the increase in rates of
childhood obesity. This study intends to assess and describe the content of food advertising
directed specifically at children in the less-investigated contemporary media of the Internet. A
nutrient analysis will be conducted to determine the nutritional quality of the foods being promoted

3

to children in this investigation. In addition, a comparison of the Internet marketing practices and
the current media policy mix of federal mandates and food industry self-regulation will be
conducted to illustrate the stealth advertising utilized via this media and provide information for
promoting awareness among policy makers.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Advertising to Children via Technology
Food advertising, particularly on television (TV), has come under increased scrutiny as a
possible contributing factor to the climbing rates of childhood obesity. Children-targeted
advertising has been a strategic marketing plan utilized by most food companies for decades. In
fact, the prestigious Nielsen Media Research highlights children as the ideal audience for product
marketing as they are easily influenced, receptive, and have a long life of purchasing ahead of
them (Wiesenfeld et al., 2007). Not only are children ideal marketing targets, but according to the
2007 U.S. Census, more than a quarter of the U.S. population (27%) is under the age of 18,
making them a sizeable target group (U.S. Census Bureau National Characteristics, 2009).
Although it is clear that children have been targets of marketers for decades, many
current trends in childhood commercialization have increased interest in this target group. First
off, children now have more spending power than in the past decades, either via monetary
allowances or their ability to influence parental purchases (Calvert, 2008). In addition, the
pervasiveness of TV into children’s daily life has introduced a flood of children-centered networks
– The Disney Channel, Nickelodeon, Cartoon Network, ABC Family, etc. – with programming
geared for all stages of childhood. With the profusion of these networks, comes the availability of
more prime advertising space to reach children.
TV is not the sole source of media influence on children today; however, it is still primarily
the dominant source (Calvert, 2008). Other pervasive daily media exposures are being utilized as
marketing avenues aimed at children; including DVD/movies, audio, computer, and video games.
Additionally, with the advancement of digital interactive technologies – such as the Internet, video
game consoles, cell phones, and handheld media players – growth in children-targeted media
marketing is bursting at the seams. In fact, as public scrutiny on television advertising continues,
most marketers have already migrated to digital marketing, bringing their ample financial
resources with them (Chester & Montgomery, 2007). Worth noting, this interactive marketing
technology is usually unmonitored by parents, as it occurs on mobile phones by text messages
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and over the Internet via emails or websites (Calvert, 2008). These new technological media
outlets allow marketers to reach children, notorious for their quick adoption and daily
incorporation of state-of-the-art technology, virtually twenty-four hours a day, 7 days a week
(Chester & Montgomery, 2007).

Table 1. Comparison of television viewing times and exposure to advertising among children.
Children 2-7

Daily Measurements

Children 8-12

Children 13-17

Total television viewed

2 hours 3 minutes

3 hours 25 minutes

2 hours 48 minutes

Exposure to nonprogramming content (ads,
program promotions, &
public service
announcements)

26:24 minutes

49:09 minutes

44:33 minutes

Exposure to advertising

17:32 minutes

37:44 minutes

35:47 minutes

Exposure to food
advertising
Exposure to the three most
advertised food categories

4:51 minutes

8:21 minutes

6:41 minutes

1.
2.
3.

1:14 minutes
candy & snacks
1:10 minutes
cereal
0:41 minutes
fast food

1.
2.
3.

1:45 minutes
candy & snacks
1:30 minutes
fast food
1:20 minutes
cereal

1.
2.
3.

1:27 minutes
fast food
1:09 minutes
candy & snacks
0:52 minutes
soda

Adapted from the results of the Kaiser Family Foundation Report: Food for Thought (Gantz et al.,
2007).

Numerous studies have quantified the frequency of food advertisements during children’s
TV programming, as well as the amount of time children spend watching television. One of the
most encompassing studies, conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation, viewed more than
1,600 hours of programming spanning mixed television genres to determine the quantity of
advertisements watched by children (Gantz et al., 2007). The results (shown in Table 1)
explained that children aged 2-17 watched more than 2 hours per day (2-7 watched 2:03 hours;
8-12 watched 3:25 hours; 13-17 watched 2:48 hours) resulting in exposure to advertisements, or
non-programming content for 22-27% of their television viewing time (Gantz et al., 2007). In terms
6

of total advertisements seen by children annually, exposure ranged from 13,904 to 30,155
adverts, depending on age group; of these 4,427 to 7,609 are food related (Gantz et al., 2007
Holt et al., 2007). When children’s programming was exclusively examined, 50% of all nonprogramming content was food related as opposed to mixed programming with only 19% (Gantz
et al., 2007).
In terms of Internet use, according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2009) 61.7% of all
American households in 2007 had Internet access, and 70.7% of households with children aged
3-17 had Internet access. The amount of households with Internet access has jumped 20% from
2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009).

Children Food Advertising Strategy
Marketing food products to children requires various tactics and strategies to promote
preference, demand, and, ultimately sales. One popular strategy employed by food marketers is
to promote brand loyalty, or consistent sales of the same brand within a product category. A
brand provides a name and symbol for ease of identifying a company or product from others in
the marketplace. With more than 80% of products in American grocery stores branded (McGinnis
et al., 2006), securing brand loyalty – especially at a young age – is crucial.
The strategy involved in securing the brand loyalty of children is complex, often utilizing
multiple techniques. Securing food brand loyalty is achieved by following the invasive, yet
traditional components of marketing known as the “5Ps”: Place, Price/packaging, Product
expansion, Promotional activities, and Public relations (Hawkes, 2002). A summary of the “5Ps” is
shown in Table 2. Place branding targets child frequented locations, and makes food products
available through vending machines in schools, shopping malls, parks and recreation areas,
sporting events, and cinemas. Price branding establishes a reasonable price point that matches
the spending power of children, while packaging branding relates to the child-friendly design
appeal of food packaging. Product expansion capitalizes on popular foods by expanding the
variety of flavors offered. Public relations involves the ability of food companies to form
partnerships (also known as media tie-ins) with child-targeted TV programming and movies, or to
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sponsor educational events to boost brand loyalty. Promotion branding contracts with celebrity
role-models or third-party licensed characters to endorse their brand or uses animated brand
mascots to increase child acceptance. In addition, offering collectible promotions of toys or
contests to win prizes attracts children to purchase certain food brands regularly (Hawkes, 2002).

Table 2. The 5Ps of marketing to promote brand loyalty.
Marketing Strategy
Place

Strategy Defined
Product availability and
accessibility to children

Price/Packaging
Price point of product in relation to
its packaging appeal

Product Expansion

Creating and diversifying products
offered

Promotional Activities
Advertising, sales promotions,
websites to attract attention

Public Relations

Associating brand with popular
movies, TV programs, sports,
music and events or philanthropy

Strategy Employed
Vending machines in
schools, shopping malls,
parks and recreation areas.
Pricing child targeted items at
a cost affordable to them;
Designing bright packaging
with cartoon images or
characters to appeal to
children.
Multiple flavors of the same
drink or snack
Use of celebrities or sports
figures in advertising; offering
collectable toys with product;
providing games and prizes
on websites popular with
children
Sponsoring events popular
with children; donating to
children’s causes –
scholastic or community

Adapted from Dalmaney et al. (2004) and Hawkes (2002).

Despite the aggressive branding and marketing strategies employed by food companies,
awareness exists in the public health sector regarding the plausible correlation between child
advertising and childhood obesity. Government scrutiny and an active, vocal consumer base
have created a big-brother environment for food advertising to children (Wiesenfeld et al., 2007).
Some food companies have turned this surveillance into positive public relation opportunity by
identifying products within their brand that can be marketed as healthy or by including healthrelated messages in advertisements to garner positive perception among consumers (McGinnis
et al., 2006). In fact, in 2006, as part of a high-profile industry campaign, the Children’s Food and
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Beverage Advertising Initiative (CFABI) was created. Eleven food companies (comprising twothirds of the total television advertising expenditures of children’s food and beverages in 2004)
pledged to adopt self-imposed regulations on the quality of food advertised to children under age
12 (FTC, 2008). Whether this has been done to avoid the risk of stronger government regulations,
litigation, or decline in brand loyalty is questionable. One thing for certain, is the potential for
these self-imposed regulations, when mixed with the 5Ps of branding, to cause confusion and
mislead children as to what, in fact, promotes health and nutrition.

Effects of Advertising to Children
Childhood is postulated to be a critical time period of food habit development, and
therefore, persistent manipulation by advertisements may affect these habits. Television provides
impressionable children with role models and messages regarding eating habits which can result
in a direct impact on their development of food preferences and selection (Birch & Fisher, 1998).
Repeated exposure to food advertisements can stimulate the preference toward the advertised
foods; usually which are energy-dense and nutrient poor.
The process through which children are affected by media can be best described through
Bandura’s social cognitive theory (SCT), which is rooted in the significance of observation and
imitation. According to the SCT, children observe in their environment various role models –
parents, peers, mass media – and imitate their behaviors. Through this observational learning,
children are able to discover guidelines for behaviors based on the positive or negative
reinforcements associated with observed behaviors (Glanz et al., 2002).
Following this theory, children exposed to nutrient poor food advertisements with
repetition as well as in a positive context can be expected to imitate these observations in their
food preferences and selection. In fact, Dixon et al. (2007) illustrated this expectation with a
significant positive association between hours of weekly television viewing and both children’s
perception and consumption of advertised nutrient poor foods including fizzy drinks, chocolate,
and fast food. Arnas (2006) found that 40.3% of children request products for which they have
seen on television advertisements while in the supermarket.
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Food advertisements’ impact on children’s food preferences and choices is not
necessarily detrimental. However, the predominant foods advertised to children are neither
nutritious nor reflect the national dietary guidelines. Batada et al. (2008) found that 91% of foods
advertised during Saturday morning television programming were high in fat (more than 35% of
energy), added sugars (more than 35% added sugars by weight), or sodium (more than 230, 480,
600, or 770 mg/serving of snacks, meats, main dishes, and meals respectively), or generally low
in nutrients (not containing more than 10% of the Daily Value of vitamins A,C, calcium, iron, or
fiber). The nutrient lacking quality of advertised foods was echoed by Powell et al. (2007) who
found that 89.3% of foods advertised either high in fat (more than 35% total calories from fat) or
sugar (more than 25% calories from added sugars), and 97.8% high in fat, sugar or sodium (more
than 380 mg per serving, 20% of Daily Value).
The marketing strategies utilized in advertisement to children may also affect cognitive
and behavior aspects of habit development. On a cognitive level, children may have difficulty
differentiating between commercials on TV from network programming and/or have lower
cognitive reasoning to understand the purpose of commercial advertisements (Kunkel et al.,
2004). Behaviorally, marketing may persuade children to alter behaviors via generating trust,
exercising branding techniques, or utilizing peer-pressure (Valkenburg, 2000). Marketing
strategies geared toward children utilize these cognitive and behavioral manipulations to
effectively promote their foods through jingles or catch-phrases and visually stimulating
animations to influence food purchases and requests, or pester power. The phenomenon of
pester power is the use of sophisticated marketing techniques to entice such a desire and trust
for a given product that children pester, or nag, their parents until the point of purchase (Fletcher,
2004). Pester power is regulated in the UK, as is promoting consumption of food or beverages
near bedtime and snack foods or high sugar treats as a replacement for meals (Fletcher, 2004).
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Current Regulations on Advertising to Children
“Television advertising influences the food preferences, purchase requests, and
diets, at least of children under 12 years, and is associated with the increased
rates of obesity among children and youth (IOM, 2006; Gantz et al., 2007).”
Following this statement by the Institutes of Medicine in 2006, the Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services issued a joint report
reiterating their statement (Gantz et al., 2007).
Public interest groups in America have lobbied for restrictions on advertising to children
since the 1970s, although government action on this issue has been lukewarm. Government
regulation of child-targeted advertising is incredibly difficult to solidify due to both the dynamic
political tide in support of either freedom of speech or public responsibility to protect children’s
best interests, and the constant reinterpretations of such controversial regulations.

Table 3. US federally mandated regulatory agencies’ power over advertising to children.
US Regulatory
Agency for Media
Policy
Federal
Communications
Commission (FCC)

Federal Trade
Commission (FTC)

Jursidiction

Implementation

Enforcement

Policies related to the media
industry, including
regulations involving
children’s television and
broadcast indecency.
Consumer protection;
namely protection of the
interest of child consumers.
Regulatory activities are
restricted to ad content and
exploitation due
advertising’s protection as
free speech.

Monitors compliance via
broadcast summary
reports.

Monetary fines levied
on broadcast stations
and/or restriction of
broadcast licensing
renewals.
Prosecution and
investigation of
violators.

Examines complaints,
host seminars, and
issues reports on
violations of consumer
protection.
May promulgate trade
rules to define unfair or
deceptive acts or
practices.

Adapted from Jordan (2008).

The US government regulates media policy via two major agencies, the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) and the Federal Trade Commission (FTC). Once policy is
passed by Congress, the FCC and FTC are charged with implementation and enforcement. The
11

summary of these federal oversight agencies is detailed in Table 3. While the FCC is able to slap
hefty monetary fines on broadcast stations and determine the fate of broadcast licensure, the
FTC can investigate, file formal complaints, and prosecute companies which violate consumer
protection laws. Within each agency, numerous task forces exist to promote the interests of
specific sectors of the industry. Table 3 shows the chronological order of relevant FCC and FTC
task forces and workshops.
In addition to governmental regulation, media companies act on their own behalf to selfregulate their own industry via the Council of Better Business Bureaus (BBB). BBB is an
association funded and chaired by commercial companies such as the Neilson Company, the
Hershey Company, Kraft Foods, Inc, Coca-Cola, and General Mills, Inc; with the common mission
to promote an ethical marketplace to foster trust between buyers and sellers (BBB CFABI, 2009).
Advertising to children is relegated to the Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU) of the BBB,
which provides guidelines and evaluates consumer complaints. Often, self-regulation by industry
is driven by the desire to avoid punishment by the FCC and FTC while avoiding intrusive
government censorship and control; often resulting in proposal of self-regulatory measures when
new policymaking threatens. As shown in Table 4, both the government regulatory agencies –
FTC and FCC – and the industry regulatory agency, the BBB, have responded to the public
scrutiny on food advertising to children through many task forces, workshops, and industry
initiatives.

Table 4. Chronology of task forces, workshops, and industry initiatives pertaining to marketing of
food and beverages to children.
Year
2005
2006

Task Force, Workshop or Industry Initiative
Workshop on Marketing, Self-Regulation &
Childhood Obesity
The School Beverage Guidelines
& The Competitive Food Guidelines

2006

The Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising
Initiative (CFBAI)

2007

Task Force on Media & Childhood Obesity

Adapted from FTC (2008).
12

Involved Government Agencies or Industry
FTC and Department of Health and Human
Services (DHHS)
The Alliance for a Healthier Generation –
American Heart Association & the William J.
Clinton Foundation
Council of Better Business Bureaus (CBBB) and
their Children’s Advertising Review Council
(CARU)
FCC

Table 5. Summary of Federal policies affecting children’s television programming.
Year
1974

1980

Policy
n/a

Source
FCC adopted,
CARU enforced

FTC Improvements
Act of 1980
Children’s Television
Act of 1990 (CTA)

Congress passed

1996

Telecommunications
Act of 1996
(complete revision of
the 1934
Communications
Act)

Congress passed

1996

Communications
Decency Act
Three-Hour Rule

Congress passed;
FCC implemented
FCC processing
guideline
FTC implemented

1990

1997

Congress passed;
FCC implemented

1998

Children’s Online
Privacy Protection
Act (COPPA)

2004

Children’s Television
Act; Amendments

FCC passed,

2006

Broadcast Decency
Enforcement Act

Congress passed;
FCC implemented

2006

Children’s Food &
Beverage
Advertising Initiative

Monitored by The
Council of Better
Business Bureau
(BBB) and The
Children’s
Advertising Review
Unit (CARU)

Restrictions
 Limits on overall advertising allowed during children’s
programming to 9.5 minutes an hour on weekends and 12
minutes an hour on weekdays *
∗
FCC deregulates all limits on the amount of advertising
times and the restriction on program-length commercials
in 1984. New restrictions on commercial length arise with
CTA in 1990.
 Clear separation between program content and commercial
messages is required; this included no “host selling”.
 Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU) of the National
Council of Better Business Bureau is established by the
advertising industry to self-regulate advertising policies.
 Removed the FTC’s authority to restrict advertising and prohibits
further action to adopt proposed children’s advertising rules.
 Broadcast stations will be fined by FCC when they exceed 10.5
minutes an hour on weekends and 12 minutes an hour on
weekdays of advertising during children’s television
programming.
 Broadcast stations are required to ‘increase significantly’
educational children’s programming.
 Clarification of CTA wording ‘increase significantly’ with regards
to required educational children’s programming. Requires
commercial broadcast stations to offer a minimum of three hours
of educational programming each week.
 The advertising industry expressed that this clarification
constitutionally violated their First Amendment rights, but did not
challenge the revision.
 Imposes criminal sanctions on those who knowingly transmit
obscene materials to children under 18
 Expects 3 hours per week of educational programming to qualify
for broadcasting license renewal.
 Websites and online services directed at or heavily used by
children under age thirteen are required to obtain ‘verifiable
parental consent’ and keep information disclosed confidential or
face fining by the FTC.
 Digital channels must follow the same time restrictions as
analogue television.
 The airing of website addresses during shows or advertisements
targeted at children on both analogue and digital television is
permissible only if: the website offers a substantial amount of
bona fide program-related or non-commercial content; and the
website is not primarily intended for commercial purposes; the
website’s pages are clearly labeled to distinguish the noncommercial from the commercial sections.
 Websites that use characters from the program to sell products
or services prevents the promotion the site on television.
 Broadcast stations are penalized up to $325,00 per incident for
airing ‘sexual’, ‘excretory’, or other ‘patently offensive’ content
between 6am – 10pm; when children are likely to be in the
audience.
 Indecency regulations do not apply to non-broadcast media
which is not owned and regulated by the federal government.
This includes cable television and the internet.
 11 approved food industry pledges to ‘focus essentially all of their
advertising primarily directed to children under 12 on products
meeting better-for-you standards or refrain from advertising to
that age group’ in voluntary self-regulation.
 Initial participants include: Burger King Corp., Cadbury Adams,
USA, LLC, Campbell Soup Company, The Coca-Cola Company,
ConAgra Foods, Inc., The Dannon Company, General Mills, Inc.,
The Hershey Company, Kellogg Company, Kraft Foods Inc.,
Mars, Inc., McDonald's USA, Nestlé USA, PepsiCo, Inc., and
Unilever United States. These companies are estimated to
account for more than two-thirds of children’s food and beverage
television advertising expenditures (2004).
 More companies are expected to join

Adapted from Darwin (2009), Hawkes (2007), Jordan (2008), and Story & French (2004).
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The current federal policies regarding child advertising are medium specific, focusing on
the mode of transmission, in order to first establish jurisdiction. A summary of the federal policies
affecting children’s television is given in Table 5. For example, the federal government does not
recognize the First Amendment rights of broadcast media – CBS, NBC, ABC, PBS, etc. – which
are transmitted over the nation’s free airwaves and are intended to serve the public interest
(Jordan, 2008). In order to limit undesirable restrictions on content and preserve public
perception, media related industries will impose self-regulations in response to looming
legislation.

Internet Food Marketing
The specific marketing strategy of food branding reaches well beyond the television set
and diffuses into virtually all aspects of a child’s environment. Perhaps the most rapid growing
area inundated with branding specific marketing is the Internet. According to the US Census
report on computer use, the amount of children who have access to the Internet at home is
staggering by age bracket, with 70.8% of children aged 15-17, 68.1% of aged 10-14, 63.2% of
aged 6-9, and 61.6% of aged 2-5 able to surf the web (US Census Bureau Current Population
Survey, 2009).Not surprisingly, almost all of the food companies that market to children have
created their own websites or advertise on websites frequented by children by providing childtargeted games, word puzzles, riddles, quizzes, music, video clips of commercials, downloads
(screensavers, wallpaper, etc.), and links to online stores selling their merchandise (Story &
French, 2004). The forms of web advertising differs from television advertising in that it is
interactive and seamlessly integrated, both qualities which make it more difficult for children to
cognitively differentiate the content from advertising.
As evidenced, policy makers and others have questioned the impact of food marketing on
children under the dominant media of television. However, very little empirical evidence is
available on the nature and breadth of online food marketing fixated on children (Calvert, 2008).
What is known is that a majority (85%) of food manufacturers operate websites that contain
children-targeted content (Moore, 2006), and many techniques are present to appeal exclusively
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to children (Henry & Story, 2009). According to Moore (2006), which investigated the top 80% of
advertising expenditures directed towards children on television, exactly half (50%) of these food
brands promoted a web address on the product’s packaging.
A detailed explanation of the stealth marketing techniques identified in the few available
studies on Internet food marketing to children follows and summarized in Table 6.
Advergames
Online games prominently display a company’s product or brand logo/character
seamlessly integrated into an interactive game are known as advergames. This marketing tool,
cleverly combines gaming entertainment and brand advertisement in one for an extended period
of time. Moore (2006) found three of four (73%) of investigated websites included at least one
advergames; Moore & Rideout (2007) explained advergames as arcade games due to their
animation and incorporated music or sound effects; Goetzl (2006) likened websites that employ
advergaming to “virtual amusement parks”, likely due to their near 100% utilization of graphics,
motion, animation, interactive components, sound and music (Henry & Story, 2009).
The danger advergames pose to the developing cognitive processing of children is that
no separation exists between game content and advertisement, thus creating a challenge to their
capacity to understand the persuasive intent of marketing and the entertainment from gaming.
Just as children cannon differentiate between television programming and commercials without
clear auditory/visual separation (Kunkel et al., 2004), food products or brand logo/characters
embedded into gaming content cannot be processed accordingly. This may enhance
receptiveness to a company’s marketing message and can lead to more favorable brand/product
perceptions (Moore & Rideout, 2007).
Viral Marketing
This marketing technique draws upon the importance of peer influence through the
website’s encouragement of endorsing products via emails to peer contacts. Often these emails
not only include the company’s marketing information, but also provide links to advergames on
their company’s website (Moore, 2006). The sender is often rewarded with codes to unlock other
branded electronic entertainment located on the company’s website (Moore, 2006). Henry &
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Story (2009) found a form of viral marketing that encouraged branded emails from children to
their parents encouraging or requesting them to purchase the product marketed. Interestingly,
viral marketing is more prevalent on food manufacture websites targeted at children (74%) than
those which also include adult content (34%), according to Moore (2006). Children may lack the
cognition to realize by participating in this seemingly innocent viral marketing, they are advocating
for a corporation (Moore & Rideout, 2007). In accordance with the COPPA, all of the websites
which employ viral marketing strategies indicate that the provided data is deleted upon sending of
the emails (Moore & Rideout, 2007).
Television Advertising Online
Many marketers, approximately 53%, now make their television commercials available for
repeat viewing on their company websites; with some offering incentives for viewing – such as to
earn points or special access to restricted games or other content – or the opportunity to rank
their like or dislike of the advertisement (Moore, 2006). Currently, no limits for exposure of online
television commercials are in existence, unlike the strict timed commercial limits on television set
forth by the CTA (Moore & Rideout, 2007). Television commercials are not the only video
entertainment available on many food company websites, miniature animated episodes of a short
series advertisement starring the brand mascot or character, called webisodes, are often
available and refreshed often to generate repeat visits (Moore & Rideout, 2007). Often marketers
utilize the posted television commercials to conduct market research by asking children to rank,
rate, or comment on their opinions of the commercial (Moore, 2006).
Memberships, Registration, and Designated Child Areas (DCA)
Marketers utilize memberships and registration to their company websites as tools to
ensure frequent return visits. By encouraging visitors to ‘sign-up’ for special notifications on
product information, they are able to entice future participation of the branded content on their
site. Moore (2006) found that 25%, or one in four websites offer memberships or registration
opportunities to children under age 12, and 12% did not require any form of parental permission,
verification, or consent to do so. This marketing practice complies with the COPPA as only a
screen name and password are required to secure membership to the website (Henry & Story,
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2009). With membership or registration to these websites, children gain access to personalized
pages where they can customize color schemes, brand character or product options, and can
access restricted content such as games, puzzles, screen savers, e-cards, and video content
(Moore, 2006). Marketers may also use this registration to conduct market research by including
polls, quizzes, or encouraging children to post feedback on their products (Moore & Rideout,
2007).
Designated child areas are used to re-direct children from adult company websites to
child-friendly company links. Most often a DCA is sub-branded as a club using familiar brand
mascots or characters to appeal to children which require membership or registration to enter
(Henry & Story, 2009). Once children register and enter the DCA, the content and appearance
are identical to that of child-targeted food websites.
Sweepstakes and Contests
Children are enticed to participant in company sweepstakes, contests, or give-aways
advertised on websites just as they are on televised commercials. Marketers use this strategy to
create excitement over a new or existing product in order to generate or spur sales. Moore (2006)
found that two-thirds (65%) promoted some time of sweepstake or contest on their websites. In
order to win, children are required to purchase multiple products and enter proof of purchase
codes to become eligible for a prize. Often, children are encouraged to return frequently to a
website to learn more about future sweepstakes and contests (Henry & Story, 2009).
Media Tie-Ins
Food manufactures often align their product with an established and popular television
show, movie, or video game to further their marketing base (Moore, 2006). According to Moore &
Rideout (2007), 47% of websites were associated with a non-food product aimed at children; 31%
tied to popular movies, 25% linked to television shows for children, and 9% used both. Often food
manufactures capitalize on these media tie-ins by creating a specialty formulated version of their
product themed to the associated media, or offer exclusive video content on their website from
the media tie-in to encourage visits (Moore & Rideout, 2007).
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Branded Items for Purchase or Download
The online marketing medium is unique in that advertisers can provide brand-related
merchandise or content for children to access even after they exit the company website; thus
reinforcing exposure to their brand and product. Three out of four websites (76%) offer at least
one branded item to download – commonly a screen saver, bookmark, book cover or printable
coloring pages – and 54% offer multiple items (Moore, 2006). Often links to an online store selling
child-targeted branded merchandise was available to visit prior to leaving the website (Henry &
Story, 2009).

Table 6. Summary of stealth marketing techniques identified in the few available studies on
Internet food marketing to children.
Advergames

Viral Marketing

Television Advertising Online
Membership, Registration, and Designated
Child Areas (DCA)
Sweepstakes and Contests

Media Tie-Ins

Branded Items for Purchase or Download
Embedded Brand Logos & Spokescharacters

Nutrition Information

Advercation

Interactive games which seamlessly integrate brand
advertising via logos or recognizable
spokescharacters into the design, animation, or
essence of the game.
Employing children to engage in peer-endorsement
of product or brand by texting or emailing peers
information to encourage website visits or brand
purchase.
Commercials which air on television are available for
repeat viewings without CTA time restrictions.
Encourage children to participate in exclusive
games, web pages, or polls by logging specific
contact information.
Incentive to purchase given food product in
exchange for a chance to win limited prizes or
vacations.
Any prominent pairing with popular television, movie
or video games to endorse the given food product or
brand.
Branded items available to download or purchase for
use when child leaves the marketing website.
The abundant use of brand logos or
spokescharacters to maximize exposure while
visiting the website.
Any nutrition related information made available,
including ingredient lists, health-related messages,
suggested portion or serving accompaniments.
The use of brand logos or spokescharacters to
promote educational content to children.
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Embedded Brand Logos and Spokescharacters
Exposure to multiple brand logos, product images, and company mascot or characters is
prevalent in the online marketing content of food websites. Moore (2006) found that 100% of the
food websites used at least one logo, image or brand mascot or character to reinforce brand
identification. Children are known to pay great attention and have high recognition of brand
spokescharacters as well as comprehend the association to a food product or brand (Hawkes,
2002).
Nutrition Information
Food websites have the opportunity to communicate nutrition information to their child
audience, however only 72% make nutritional information of any kind available to their visitors
(Moore, 2006). In fact, only 27% offered any general information promoting a healthy diet to
children at all (Moore, 2006). The most fundamental concern over food advertising to children
revolves around the issue of that 90% of foods promoted to children are of poor nutritional quality
(Wootan, 2006), Often in place of sound nutritional information on the food product, other
advertising claims vaguely related to nutrition were made. These so called brand-benefit claims
usually promote the sensory characteristics of the food – such as taste, texture, or aroma claims
(Moore & Rideout, 2007). Henry and Story (2009) also noted that when solid nutrition information
was made available, including nutrition facts panel or ingredients, the information was difficult to
access – often requiring multiple page redirections or a specific search from the website search
engine.
Advercation
Some marketers appeal to the parental approval of their company websites by devoting a
portion of their content to educational content, using brand spokescharacters to communicate
scholastic information. Often this educational content explores history, geography, science, math,
animal facts or other child friendly topics (Moore & Rideout, 2007). Approximately one third (33%)
of websites contained some version of advercation – thus called for its dual message of
advertising and education (Moore, 2006).
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Dietary Guidelines for Children
A nutritious diet based on balance and moderation is essential to maintaining a healthy
weight or reducing the accumulation of excess weight. One of the two major modifiable
contributors to childhood overweight is diet – food and beverages consumed. Establishing the
importance of nutrition and healthy eating is essential to the development of a lifetime of healthy
behaviors. Two major resources exist to establish the foundation of nutrition in childhood, (1) the
USDA food guidance media tool, MyPyramid for Kids, and (2) the joint publication of the USDA
and the USDHHS, the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2005.

Eat Right
1. Make half your grains whole. Choose whole-grain foods, such as whole-wheat bread, oatmeal, brown
rice, and lowfat popcorn, more often.
2. Vary your veggies. Go dark green and orange with your vegetables – eat spinach, broccoli, carrots, and
sweet potatoes.
3. Focus on fruits. Eat them at meals, and at snack time, too. Choose fresh, frozen, canned, or dried, and
go easy on the fruit juice.
4. Get your calcium-rich foods. To build strong bones serve lowfat and fat-free milk and other milk products
several times a day.
5. Go lean with protein. Eat lean or lowfat meat, chicken, turkey, and fish. Also, change your tune with
more dry beans and peas. Add chick peas, nuts, or seeds to a salad; pinto beans to a burrito; or kidney
beans to soup.
6. Change your oil. We all need oil. Get yours from fish, nuts, and liquid oils such as corn, soybean, canola,
and olive oil.
7. Don’t sugarcoat it. Choose foods and beverages that do not have sugar and caloric sweeteners as one
of the first ingredients. Added sugars contribute calories with few, if any, nutrients.

Figure 1. Tips for Families: The ‘Eat Right” recommendations from MyPyramid for Kids.
Source: USDA MyPyramid for Kids. www.mypyramid.org

MyPyramid: For Kids
This tool is used to educate the public on the recommended dietary guidelines for
children in America. The guidelines explain daily nutrition with the use of five main food groups
and key tips on choosing oils, enhancing physical activity, and limiting other fats and sugars.
MyPyramid for Kids, is adapted from the adult MyPyramid to enhance its appeal to children and
provide kid-friendly terminology to the expanded written guidelines. Further information on these
recommendations is made available online for children and adults to learn more and determine
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individual caloric needs. In addition to the pyramid icon, MyPyramid for Kids gives seven “eat
right” and “exercise” tips each for families to utilize; these “eat right” tips are listed in Figure 1. Of
particular importance, is the lack of guidelines on convenience foods, candy, or sweets; as these
foods do not fit readily into any of the provided food groups.
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2005
This publication is fundamental to all Federal nutrition policy and nutrition education, and
is based on the most current scientific knowledge at the time of print. As nutrition knowledge is
constantly growing, and correlations of diet and disease are being discovered continually; every
five years (since the first publication in 1980), the DGA are revised to include this influx of
discoveries. The overall goal of the DGA is to “provide authoritative advise for people 2 years and
older about how good dietary habits can promote health and reduce risk for major chronic
diseases (US DHHS, 2005)”. However, the DGA are intended primarily to be a resource for
health professionals and policymakers in their development of educational materials and the
design and implementation of nutrition-related federally funded programs, respectfully. In fact,
MyPyramid is modeled after the DGA in a format designed especially for public use.
Within the DGA, there is an entire chapter devoted to child nutrition – over age 2 – which
emphasizes the importance of maintaining a healthy weight throughout childhood with good
nutrition and regular physical activity (US DHHS, 2005). The keys to a childhood diet are
explained through variety, balance, and moderation of all food choices. Further recommendations
include: whole-grains, sufficient fruits and vegetables for calorie needs, calcium in the form of milk
or milk products to support proper bone growth, limit saturated fats and salt to protect from high
blood cholesterol and high blood pressure, and monitor sugary snacks which may increase the
chance of cavities (dental caries) and contribute nutrient free calories (US DHHS, 2005). These
recommendations mirror the “eat right” tips provided in MyPyramid for Kids, seen in Figure 1.

Proposed and Self-Restrictions on Advertising to Children
One of the criticisms of MyPyramid for Kids is the vague set of guidelines which allow
virtually any food to be marketed as part of a healthy diet. This concept is illustrated again in the
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self-imposed food industry pledges to limit unhealthy foods and market healthy alternatives to
children. Further inspection of these food specific pledges, reveals the persistence of so-called
junk foods being considered allowable based on the current USDA guidelines set forth through
MyPyramid for Kids. In order to ensure the healthfulness of foods advertised, or prevent junk
foods from passing as faux nutritious foods in adverts to children, well defined limitations must be
set forth.

Table 7. Comparison of the dietary guidelines for children for a basis of restrictions on food
advertising to children.
Nutrient
Fat

Sugar

Sodium

Other

DGA, 2005, MyPyramid for Kids
Keep total fat intake between 20-35% of
calories, with most fats coming from sources
of polyunsaturated and monounsaturated
fatty acids.
Consume less than 10% of calories from
saturated fats and keep trans fatty acid
consumption as low as possible.
Choose and prepare foods and beverages
with little added sugars or caloric
sweeteners, such as suggested by the
USDA food guide (130-195 discretionary
calories per day for added sugars) and the
DASH eating plan (5 or fewer servings of
‘sweets’ per week)
Consume less than 2300 mg sodium = 1
teaspoon of salt per day. Consume and
prepare foods with little salt.

Consume potassium-rich foods, such as
fruits and vegetables. Choose fiber-rich
fruits, vegetables, and whole grains often.

CSPI (adapted from Wootan, 2006)
No more than 35% total calories (except nuts,
seeds, peanut or other nut butters); No more than
10% of calories from saturated plus trans fat

Less than 35% added sugars by weight (exclude
naturally occurring sugars from fruit, vegetable,
and dairy ingredients).

No more than:
1) 230 mg per serving of snack items
(chips, crackers, cheeses, baked goods,
French fries);
2) 480 mg per serving for cereals, soups,
pastas, and meats;
3) 600 mg for pizza, sandwiches, and main
dishes;
4) 770 mg for meals.
Should contain one or more of the following:
1) 10% of the DRI of (naturally
occurring/without fortification) vitamins A,
C, or E, calcium, magnesium, potassium,
iron, or fiber;
2) half a serving of fruit or vegetable; or
3) 51% or more (by weight) whole grain
ingredients.

Adapted from Wootan (2006) and USDHHS (2005).

A public health, nonprofit organization (Center for Science in the Public Interest, CSPI)
has proposed science-based criteria for the classification of food marketed to children as either
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allowed or not allowed. The CSPI criteria are defined in Table 7 and are compared to the
corresponding recommendations issued by the USDA from either DGA or MyPyramid for Kids.
Due to the general format and intended daily use of the DGA and MyPyramid for Kids, the CSPI
criteria are must stricter with respect to certain limits on undesirable nutrients and set clear
guidelines that would be best suited toward individual food choices.
Nutritional restrictions could provide an essential media tool and help combat further
increases in overweight and obesity rates among children via public education and social
marketing (US DHHS, 2001). Despite America’s lethargy on actively regulating or banning food
advertisements to children, other countries have initiated such policies. The United Kingdom’s
Ofcom, whose jurisdiction corresponds to the FCC, imposed limitations on children’s exposure to
ads for food and beverages that are high in fat, salt, and sugar; while governments in France
Finland, Denmark, China, Korea, Thailand, Malaysia, Romania, and the Philippines have already
placed restrictions on food advertising to children without banning them (Darwin, 2009).
Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative
In November 2006, many of the nation’s largest child-targeted food manufacturers
voluntarily agreed to a very public pledge to limit unhealthy foods marketed to children under age
12 and focus more on healthy food choices. This joint pledge is known as the Children’s Food
and Beverage Advertising Initiative (CFBAI), monitored for compliance by CARU (Weisenfeld et
al., 2007).
Under the terms of this initiative, five central components guide participating food
manufactures in creating their individual pledges to lower advertising to children under age 12;
companies must: 1) devote at least 50% of their advertising – on television, radio, print, and the
Internet –to promote “healthier dietary choices” and/or messages that encourage good nutrition or
healthy lifestyles; 2) limit products embedded into interactive games to either “healthier dietary
choices” or include healthy lifestyle messages in the game; 3) reduce their use of third-party
licensed characters – unless company owned – that do not promote “healthy dietary choices or
lifestyles”; 4) discontinue product placement of in editorial and entertainment when the purpose is
promoting sales; and 5) cease advertising of food and beverages in elementary schools – except
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when used in charitable fundraising activities, public service messaging, or items provided to
school administrators (FTC, 2008, CFBAI Core Principles, retrieved from
http://www.bbb.org/us/children-food-beverage-advertising-initiative/ July 2009).

Table 8. Current participants in the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative as of
December 2009.
Company
Burger King Corp.
Cadbury Adams, USA LLC
Campbell Soup Company

Member Since
September 2007
November 2006
November 2006

The Coca-Cola Company
ConAgra Foods Inc.

November 2006
October 2007

The Dannon Company
General Mills, Inc.
The Hershey Company
Kellogg Company

September 2008
November 2006
November 2006
November 2006

Kraft Food Inc.
Mars, Inc.
McDonald’s USA
Nestlé USA

November 2006
January 2007
November 2006
July 2008

PepsiCo, Inc.

November 2006

Post Foods, LLC

October 2009

Unilever United States

November 2006

Common Products/Brands
Kids Meals
Bubblicious Gum
Campbell Soup, Pepperidge Farm Inc foods
(including Goldfish crackers)
Coke, Minute Maid & Dasani water
Kid Cuisine, Chef Boyardee, Peter Pan Peanut Butter
& Snack Pack pudding
Danimals yogurt & beverages
Trix, Lucky Charms, Yopliat Yogurt & Fruit Roll-Ups
Reese’s, Twizzlers & Jolly Rancher
Keebler, Pop-Tarts, Eggo, Cheez-It, Nutri-Grain, Rice
Krispies, All-Bran, Special K, Mini-Wheats, Famous
Amos & Kashi
Capri Sun & Lunchables
Twix & Snickers
Chicken McNuggets, Happy Meal, Snack Wraps
Baby Ruth, Butterfinger, Dreyer’s, Hot Pockets, Lean
Pockets, Lean Cuisine, Nesquick, Juicy Juice &
Stouffer’s
Diet Pepsi, Aquafina water, Gatorade, Frito Lay
products, Tropicana beverages, Quaker Oats
products
Pebbles, Honey-Comb, Alpha-Bits, Honey Bunches
of Oats, Grape-Nuts, & Shredded Wheat
Popscicle & Skippy

Adapted from http://www.bbb.org/us/children-food-beverage-advertising-initiative/ (retrieved
2009).

This self-regulation lacks any uniform set of guidelines as the pledges are developed by
each food manufacturer and are approved by CARU staff, which as mentioned previously, is
comprised of food industry representatives. BBB defends this lack of standards across all
participants by asserting that all companies and their products vary, necessitating this flexibility in
pledge commitments (CFBAI Core Principles, retrieved from http://www.bbb.org/us/children-foodbeverage-advertising-initiative/ July 2009). Table 8 lists the current sixteen participating
companies as of December 2009, as well as their common child-targeted products or brands.
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Table 9. CBB recommended possible standards for defining “healthier dietary choices” among
participating CFBAI companies.
“Healthier Dietary
Choices”
Recommendation
FDA defined “healthy”
foods

Products that qualify
for FDA authorized
health claims

Parameters
[21 CFR 101.65(d)(2)] states: the term “healthy” or any related derivates may be claimed if the
food is useful in creating a diet that is consistent with the following:
Food Type
Fat
Saturated Fat Cholesterol
Sodium
Contains
Raw Fruit or
3 g or less
1 g or less of
20 mg or
n/a
n/a
Vegetable
of total fat
saturated fat
less of
per 100 g
per Labeled
cholesterol
and not
Serving and
per Labeled
more than
no more than
Serving
30%
15% calories
calories
from saturated
from fat
fat
480 mg or
n/a
Single
3 g or less
1 g or less of
20 mg or
less
ingredient or of total fat
saturated fat
less of
a mixture of
per 100 g
per Labeled
cholesterol
frozen or
and not
Serving and
per Labeled
canned
more than
no more than
Serving
fruits and
30%
15% calories
vegetables
calories
from saturated
from fat
fat
3 g or less
1 g or less of
20 mg or
Enriched
480 mg or
n/a
of total fat
saturated fat
less of
Cereal –
less
per 100 g
per Labeled
cholesterol
Grain
and not
Serving and
per Labeled
product
more than
no more than
Serving
30%
15% calories
calories
from saturated
from fat
fat
at least 10%
less than 2 g
less than 95 480 mg or
less than 5
Raw single
less
of the RDI or
per 100 g
mg per 100
g total fat
ingredient
DRV of one or
g
per 100 g
seafood or
more of
game meat
vitamin A, C,
calcium, iron,
protein, or
fiber
1 g or less of
3 g or less
at least 10%
90 mg or
Meal
600 mg or
saturated fat
of total fat
of the RDI or
less per
product or
less per
per 100 g and
per 100 g
DRV per
Labeled
main dish
Labeled
less than 10%
and not
Labeled
serving –
101.13
Serving
calories from
more than
Serving of two
serving size
saturated fat
30%
nutrients
calories
(meal) or
from fat
three nutrients
(main dish) of
vitamin A, C,
calcium, iron,
protein, or
fiber
480 mg or
at least 10%
Other foods
3 g or less
1 g or less of
20 mg or
less
of the RDI or
not specified of total fat
saturated fat
less of
DRV of one or
per 100 g
per Labeled
cholesterol
more of
and not
Serving and
per Labeled
vitamin A, C,
more than
no more than
Serving
calcium, iron,
30%
15% calories
protein, or
calories
from saturated
fiber
from fat
fat
[21 CFR 101.70-101.83] established claims for: calcium and osteoporosis; dietary lipids and
cancer; sodium and hypertension; dietary saturated fat and cholesterol and risk of coronary heart
disease; fiber-containing grain products, fruits, and vegetables and cancer; fruits, vegetables, and
grain products that contain fiber – particularly soluble fiber – and risk of coronary heart disease;
fruits and vegetables and cancer; folate and neural tube defects; dietary noncariogenic
carbohydrate sweeteners and dental caries; soluble fiber from certain foods and risk of coronary
heart disease; soy protein and risk of coronary heart disease; or plant sterol/stanol esters and risk
of coronary heart disease
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Products meeting
FDA/USDA criteria for
claims of “free”, “low”,
or “reduced” calories,
total fat, saturated fat,
sodium or sugar

Products that qualify
for the USDA
Healthier School
Challenge Program
criteria for
Sales/Service of A La
Carte and/or Vended
Items
Principles addressing
recommended
consumption by
children under 12
under USDA Dietary
Guidelines and
MyPyramid
Products representing
a portion control
option

Nutrient
calories

“free”
less than 5 calories
per LS

total fat
saturated
fat
sodium

less than 0.5 g per
LS

“low”
less than 120 calories per 100 g

“reduced”

3 g or less per LS and no more
than 30% calories from fat
1 g or less per LS and no more
than 15% calories from fat
140 mg or less per 100 g

at least 25% less
sodium per LS or
100 g than
reference food

less than 5 mg per
LS
sugar
less than 0.5 g per
n/a
n/a
LS [defined as all
free monodisaccharides (such
as glucose,
fructose, lactose,
and sucrose)]
Criteria include:
•
any fruit or non-fried vegetable
•
reduced-fat, low-fat, and non-fat milk
•
100% fruit or vegetable juice
•
water
•
any food or beverage with less than 35% calories from fat; less than 10% calories from
saturated fat; less than 35% total sugar by weight; and no more than 200 calories per
serving
Refer to Table 5 for DGA and MyPyramid recommendations.

Products advertised or sold in a package size of 100 calories or less.

Adapted from http://www.bbb.org/us/children-food-beverage-advertising-initiative/ (retrieved
2009) and Electronic Code of Federal Regulations (2009).

Central to the core principles of the CFABI is the inclusion of “healthier dietary choices”
and healthy lifestyle messages directed at children under age 12. The BBB does not define a set
of nutrition standards to qualify or define “healthier dietary choices”, rather six Federal Drug
Administration (FDA) and other government established definitions may be chosen by companies
to permit a variety of their child-targeted products to be touted as “healthy” (CFBAI Core
Principles, retrieved from http://www.bbb.org/us/children-food-beverage-advertising-initiative/ July
2009). Table 9 lists these BBB suggested recommendations and summarizes their government
parameters.
In the eyes of a parental consumer, there is a false sense of security when buying foods
from any of these CFABI companies; public perception of the pledges leads to confidence in
purchasing these “healthier” advertised foods, although labeling many of these foods “healthy” is
a stretch. The BBB recommendations for defining healthy lifestyle messages are just as vague
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and flexible – either the message encourages physical activity or it encourages good dietary
habits consistent with USDA Dietary Guidelines and MyPyramid (CFBAI Core Principles,
retrieved from http://www.bbb.org/us/children-food-beverage-advertising-initiative/ July 2009).
The CFBAI exemplifies why self-imposed regulations are insufficient at curtailing food
and beverage marketing to children. Their pledges inherently avoid productive regulation of
nutrient poor foods in favor of maintaining marketing based revenues. Therefore, even if FTC
recommendations are heeded by the CBBB to encourage companies to voluntarily strengthen the
Initiative’s pledge principles, uniform and iron-clad marketing restrictions will never exist.
Company pledges will continue to be constructed to allow just enough restriction to garner
positive public perception, but will permit lucrative loopholes to exist and ensure economic
growth. Inevitably, federal restrictions will be necessary to enact productive limitations on child
targeted food and beverage marketing – especially in newer electronic media, including the
Internet.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
Television
A sample of 30 hours of child-targeted TV programming was recorded during the afterschool time slot on weekdays in March 2010. The sample was used to determine the most
advertised foods to children for further internet-based advertising investigation. However, this
study acknowledges this method is not predictive of the most viewed Internet sites among
children. This sample is intended to be a springboard method in identifying relevant Internet
sources. The programming was recorded via digital video recorder (DVR) broadcast from satellite
digital TV (DirecTV carrier) in Las Vegas, NV. The channels selected for recording were chosen
from the list of top networks by age group compiled by Glanz et al. (2007). The age group this
study focuses on, 6-11years, was split between groups age 2-8 and 9-11; however the top three
channels were the same but in varying order – Nickelodeon, Cartoon Network, and Disney.
Nickelodeon ranked top in both lists and is the most-watched children’s television network
(Batada & Wootan, 2007). The Disney Channel was excluded from this study as it does not allow
food advertising to children on its network (Moore & Rideout, 2007).
The content analysis was recorded on a self-developed rating form to assess the type of
products marketed to children and coded by the author. An additional coder was used to
randomly code 15% of the sample to establish inter-rater reliability. Of the food and/or beverages
marketed, further criteria was collected including 1) classification of food or beverage, 2) brand
identification, 3) nutrition or health-related messages – including suggested portion size, 4) use of
brand character/mascot, 5) sweepstake, contest, or incentive to purchase, 6) media tie-in, and 7)
any discreet marketing of link to associated Web site.

Nutrition Content
The nutrient content of the sample of food and beverages marketed to children was
analyzed using information gathered from 1) product packaging via grocery stores, 2) from
nutritional information available online, or 3) inquiry via phoning company consumer relations.
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Nutrient analyses in previous studies also employed these strategies (Batada et al., 2008 &
Harrison & Marske, 2005). The Nutrition Facts Label and ingredient list was used to obtain
serving size, calories, calories from fat, saturated fat, trans fat, sodium, fiber, sugar, and percent
RDVs for available vitamins and minerals. For food or beverages advertised which had multiple
flavors/varieties, the exact food depicted in the television advertisement was used.

Internet
A content analysis of the official Web sites for the sample also was preformed. It is
estimated that 85% of food and beverage brands advertised on TV also have branded Web sites
to further market to children on the Internet (Schor & Ford, 2007). In order to identify the food or
beverage Web sites, three methods were utilized: 1) obtaining the web address advertised during
the television commercial (if applicable), 2) retrieving web addresses advertised on the product
packaging of the food product purchased from a local grocery store, 3) inserting the food or
beverage product name into a Google search and selecting the official website representing the
product or brand. The method of identifying food manufacturer Web sites via search engine (i.e.
Google) was employed in previous studies (Henry & Story, 2009; Moore & Rideout, 2007; Moore,
2006). The content of the identified Web sites was viewed in March 2010 and screen shots were
captured using Google Picasa 3 photography software and coded by the author. An additional
coder was used to randomly code 15% of the sample to establish inter-rater reliability.
A content analysis rating form was developed and used to gather relevant information
regarding the overall atmosphere and food marketing strategies employed by each Web site. The
form contained information on the utilization and characteristics of 1) advergames, 2) viral
marketing, 3) TV commercials, 4) child registration or membership, 5) sweepstakes, contests, or
incentive to purchase, 6) media tie-ins, 7) branded items for purchase/download, 8) brand
character/mascot, 9) marketing bumpers, 10) nutrition information. General information was also
recorded on the physical appearance of the Web sites including animation, color, sound, quantity
of brand logos, interactive areas, and differentiation between children and parent designated
areas.
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Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics will be used to illustrate the nature and content of both television
and Internet advertising characteristics. Comparisons will not be made between television and
Internet advertisements, as the television data is solely to be used to establish a sample for
Internet research.
In addition, the nutrition content analyses will be judged according to the CSPI proposed
science-based criteria for the qualification of food marketed responsibly to children. Food and
beverages will be classified as either allowed or not allowed based on their nutritional quality.
Television, Internet data and nutrition content analyses will be compared to the CFABI
central components which guide participating food manufacturers in creating their individual
pledges to lower advertising to children under 12 as well as the individual pledges of participating
companies. The five central components which guide the initiative are: 1) 100% of advertising
primarily directed to children under 12 is for healthy dietary choices, or “better for you” products
set forth by company developed standards consistent with established scientific and/or
government standards; 2) limiting products embedded into interactive games to either healthier
dietary choices or ”better for you” products; 3) committing to not pay for or actively seek product
placement in any medium primarily directed to children under 12; 4) committing to cease
advertising in schools through grad 6; and 5) reducing the use of third-party licensed characters
(excluding company owned), celebrities, and media tie-ins that do not promote healthy dietary
choices or “better for you” products. If necessary, individual company pledges will be used to
verify stipulations on either of these central components if the nutrition content analysis does not
meet CFABI standards. Compliance to the relevant television, Internet, and nutrition pledge
components will be judged to examine the extent to which industry self-imposed regulations are
beneficial.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Television
Cartoon Network and Nickelodeon each comprised 15.0 hours of the children’s
afterschool programming sample collected on DirecTV in the Las Vegas Area from March 2, 2010
– March 12, 2010. All programs observed (n=60) were 30 minutes in duration and were rated Y7,
G, or PG. Of the 30.0 hour sample, only 13 shows were observed between the after-school
programming hours of 3 - 6pm. Of these 13, 8 (61.5%) were rated Y7, however 100% were rated
age appropriate on DirecTV’s parental ratings guide. Table 10 lists the programs viewed and
parental ratings.

Table 10.Ratings and audience suggestions for all programs viewed on Nickelodeon and Cartoon
Network.
Rating

Audience
Directed to older
children; Ages 7+

DirecTV
Age Appropriate Rating
7 years +

General audience;
All ages

8 years +

Parental
guidance
suggested;
unsuitable for
younger children

9 years +

Programs (Channel)
Chowder (CN)
Ed, Edd & Eddy (CN)
Johnny Test (CN)
Back at the Barnyard (NIK)
Fairly Odd Parents (NIK)
Fanboy & Chum Chum (NIK)
Penguins of Madagascar (NIK)
Sponge Bob Square Pants
(NIK)
Brain Surge (NIK)
iCarly (NIK)
6TEEN (CN)
Destroy Build Destroy (CN)
Dude What Would Happen (CN)
Stoked (CN)

Of the 30.0 hours of children’s weekday afternoon television programming, 25.3% (7
hours, 35 minutes, 35 seconds) consisted of commercials. Food commercials made up 4.8% of
the total recorded time and 18.9% (1 hour, 26 minutes) of the non-programming content. During
the recorded time, a total of 1,137 advertisements were viewed, with a mean of 18.95
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advertisements per half hour program. Food and beverage advertisements (including fast food
and restaurants) were observed 262 times; representing 23.0% of all advertisements. The mean
number of food and beverage advertisements viewed per program was 4.37. Table 11
summarizes the total observed television sample and table 12 shows the frequency of food and
beverage classifications.

Table 11. Summary of non-programming content classified by advertisement type.
Commercial Type
Food & Beverage
Toys
Media
Clothing / Apparel
Network Promotions
Adult-targeted
Totals

Frequency

%

262
381
224
16
168
88
1137

23.0
33.5
19.7
1.4
14.7
7.6
100%

Mean
advertisements
viewed per program
(30 minutes)
4.4
6.4
3.7
0.3
2.8
1.4

Table 12. Analysis of food and beverage commercials, classified by food type and broadcast
frequency.
Food and Beverage
Classification
Fast food / Restaurant
Grains (cereal)
Fruit
Vegetable
Dairy
Meat, Poultry, Fish,
Beans
Beverages
Snacks, Dessert, Candy
Instant Meals
Totals

Frequency

%

96
77
0
0
19
0

36.6
29.4
0
0
7.3
0

20
22
28
262

7.6
8.4
10.7
100%

Mean per
program
(30 minutes)
1.6
1.3
0
0
0.3
0

Frequency of
Unique
Advertisements
15
16
0
0
3
0

32.6
34.8
0
0
6.5
0

0.3
0.4
0.5

2
4
6
46

4.3
8.7
13.0
100%

%

As recorded, fast food and restaurants were most frequently broadcast (36.6%), followed
closely by grains (29.4%) which included solely breakfast cereals. Of the 262 food and beverage
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advertisements, only 46 (17.6%) were unique while the remaining 216 were repeats.
Advertisements were determined unique by their duration, product, or content.
All food and beverage advertisements were observed for specific criteria; including:
1. the presence of a nutrition or health related message,
rd

2. use of a brand character, celebrity spokesperson, or 3 party character,
3. promotions such as sweepstakes, contests, giveaways, or other incentive to buy,
4. media tie-in or cross-promotion, and
5. link to a website or persuasion to search the product online.
See Appendix I (Individual Program – TV Commercial Advertisement Observations) for
the coding sheets used in this study. All coding was completed by the author, however, a
secondary coder observed 15% of the 60 recorded programs (n=9); resulting in agreement of
93%.

Table 13. Marketing content anlaysis of food and beverage commercial advertisements.
Marketing Anaylsis
Nutrition or Health Related Message
•
•

Nutrition Disclaimer
Health

Frequency of
Use
11
10
1

Spokescharacter/person
•
•
•

Brand Mascot
Celebrity
3rd Party Character
Sweepstakes
Incent to Buy
Other: Coupon, Contest

16

Television
Movie
Other: Book, Sport

11

Website Flashed
Suggestion to Visit

23.9
36.4
45.5
18.2

5
2
1
2

Link to Web
•
•

34.8
68.8
18.8
12.5

4
5
2

Media Tie-In
•
•
•

90.9
9.1

11
3
2

Promotion
•
•
•

Proportion of Unique Food
Advertisements
23.9

10.9
40.0
20.0
40.0

10
9
1

21.7
90.0
10.0

Of the 11 nutrition or health-related messages, 10 (90.9%) were disclaimers used in
breakfast cereal advertisements – such as “part of a good breakfast”. The majority of
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spokescharacters (n=11, 68.7%) were brand-owned mascots; such as Ronald McDonald
(McDonald’s USA), Trix Silly Rabbit (General Mills Trix Cereal), etc. Of the 11 promotions
(23.9%), half were for toys offered as part of a fast food kid’s meal (n=5, 45.5%) and nearly all the
remaining were sweepstakes (n=4, 36.4%). The majority of the media tie-ins were utilized for
promotion of kid’s meals via toys (n=4, 80%), however the media source included a children’s
television series, children’s book, movie, and sport. Results for these criteria are listed in Table
13.

Table 14. Web addresses collected from food and beverage television advertisements.
Brand and Product Advertised
The Kellogg Company
•
Apple Jacks Cereal
CEC Entertainment Concepts, L.P.
•
Chuck E. Cheese’s Restaurant
General Mills, Inc.
•
Cinnamon Toast Crunch
Topps Company, Inc.
•
Juicy Drop Pop Candy
Kraft Foods Global, Inc. (Pepperidge Farms)
•
Flavor Blasted Goldfish, Extreme Cheddar
ConAgra Foods, Inc.
•
Kid Cuisine Krazy Combo Meals
Topps Company, Inc.
•
Push Pop Candy
General Mills, Inc.
•
Reese’s Puffs Cereal
Kraft Food Global, Inc.
•
Capri Sun Beverage

Web Addresses Featured
www.applejacks.com
www.chuckecheese.com
www.crazysquares.com
www.daretodrop.com
www.goldfishfun.com
www.kidcuisine.com
www.pushpop.com
www.reesespuffs.com
www.respectthepouch.com

The criteria of the television link to a food and beverage website was used as a launch
pad to identify food manufacturer child-directed websites. Of the 46 unique food and beverage
ads, 21.7% (n=10) either flashed a web address for the featured product (n=9) or encouraged
children to visit online (n=1). In conjunction with web addresses, these same advertisements also
suggested verbally for children to visit (n=4), or implied a suggested visit by encouraging children
to seek parental permission to go online (n=3). Table 14 lists the web addresses briefly displayed
within 9 advertisements.
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Table 15.
Food Product
1
2
3

McDonald’s Happy Meal
Chuck E Cheese
Restaurant*

Table 16.
Frequency
55

2

McDonald’s Happy
Meal
Chuck E. Cheese
Restaurant*

16

3

Trix Gogurt Yogurt

0:05:30

16

4

Capri Sun Beverage*

0:05:15

13

5

0:04:30

Trix Gogurt Yogurt

11

6

Apple Jacks Cereal*
Macaroni and Cheese
Pasta

Push Pop Candy*
Chef Boyardee Overstuffed
Ravioli Pasta

11

7

9

8
9

19

5
6

Burger King Kid's Meal

7
8
9

1

10

Apple Jacks Cereal*

9

11

Danimals Yogurt

8

12

8

13

Trix Swirls Cereal
Lucky Charms Swirls
Cereal

8

14

Froot Loops Cereal

7

11

15

Honey Nut Cheerios Cereal
Fruit Roll-Up/Fruit
Gushers/Fruit by the Foot
Variety Pack Fruit Snack

7

12

7

16

Advertisement
Time
(hour:minute:second)
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Capri Sun Beverage*
Cinnamon Toast Crunch
Cereal*
Macaroni and Cheese
Pasta

4

Food Product

* These products flashed web addresses in
at least one of their advertisements.

Trix Swirls Cereal
Lucky Charms Swirls
Cereal

0:15:00
0:06:45

0:04:00
0:04:00
0:04:00

Fruit Loops Cereal
Fruit Roll-Up/Fruit
Gushers/Fruit by the
Foot Variety Pack Fruit
Snack
Cinnamon Toast
Crunch Cereal*

0:03:30

0:03:15

13

Burger King Kid’s Meal
Chef Boyardee
Overstuffed Ravioli
Pasta

0:03:15

14

Danimals Yogurt

0:03:15

15

Push Pop Candy*
Honey Nut Cheerios
Cereal

0:02:45

10

16

0:03:30
0:03:45

0:02:45

Of the 26 food products and restaurants represented in the sample, the top 16 were
further examined for nutritional quality and investigated on the Internet. These 16 products were
determined by both maximum number of advertisements as well as greatest cumulative
advertising time. Although the ranking of products and restaurants differed, the same 16 products
topped both lists. Only five products which linked to the web during advertising appeared on the
top 16 most advertised food list. Therefore, in order to broaden the sample size of the Internet
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sample, the additional 4 products which promoted a web address were added, bringing the
sample size to 20. The following tables show the top 16 food and beverage products advertised
by frequency (Table 15) and advertisement time (Table 16).

Table 17. Summary of CFBAI companies and respective food products advertised as observed
from the 30.0 hour television sample.
CFBAI Company

Food Product Advertised

Product
Frequency
13

Burger King Corp.

Kid's Meal

Campbell Soup
Company
(Pepperidge Farms)
ConAgra Foods

Goldfish Flavor Blasted, Extreme
Cheddar

2

Chef Boyardee Overstuffed Ravioli

9

Kid Cuisine Krazy Combo Meals

3

Danimals

8

The Dannon
Company, Inc.
General Mills

Kellogg Company

Kraft Foods Global,
Inc.
McDonald’s USA
Post Foods, LLC

Cinnamon Toast Crunch

16

Trix Gogurt

11

Trix Swirls

8

Lucky Charms Swirls

8

Honey Nut Cheerios

7

Fruit Roll-Up

7

Cocoa Puffs**

4

Reese's Puffs

4

Apple Jacks

9

Froot Loops

7

Corn Pops**

5

Capri Sun

19

Mac N Cheese

16

Happy Meal

55

Cupcake Pebbles**

6

Cocoa Pebbles**

5

Total

222

** Products were not included in the top 16 most advertised foods nor were web
addresses flashed during advertising.

A total of only 12 brands represented the 26 food and beverage products and restaurants
from the 30.0 hour television sample. Of these, 9 brands and 21 products belong to CFBAI
pledges, 75.0% and 80.8% respectively. In addition, CFBAI pledge companies represented the
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strong majority in both number of food advertisements (n=222, 84.7%) and food advertising time
(n=1hour, 9 minutes, 15 seconds, 80.5%). Table 17 lists the products advertised by all CFBAI
pledge companies.

Table 18. CFBAI company ranking in order of lowest advertisement frequency and time.
Rank

CFBAI Pledge Company

1

Campbell Soup Company

2

The Dannon Company, Inc.

3

Advertisement
Frequency
2

Advertisement Time
0:00:30

8

0:03:15

Post Foods, LLC

11

0:03:15

4

ConAgra Foods

12

0:04:30

5

Burger King Corp.

13

0:03:15

6

Kellogg Company

21

0:10:30

7

Kraft Foods Global, Inc.

35

0:09:15

8

McDonald’s USA

55

0:15:00

9

General Mills

65

0:23:45

Table 18 ranks the remaining 9 CFBAI pledge companies in order of lowest advertising
frequency and time observed during the 30.0 hour sample.
Of the 21 products from CFBAI pledge companies, 4 were not included in the top 16 most
advertised foods nor were web addresses flashed during advertising. In order to complete a
comprehensive review of CFBAI pledge compliance, these 4 products were added to the sample
for both nutrition analysis and Internet investigation; thus bringing the sample size to 24 products.
Table 19 lists the 24 products included in this sample.
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Table 19. Sample of products for Internet investigation and nutritional content.
Brand

Food Product or Restaurant

McDonald's USA

Happy Meal

CEC Entertainment Concepts, L.P.

Chuck E. Cheese’s Restaurant

Kraft Foods Global, Inc.

Capri Sun Beverage

General Mills

Cinnamon Toast Crunch Cereal

Kraft Foods Global, Inc.

Macaroni and Cheese Pasta

Burger King Corp.

Kid's Meal

General Mills

Trix Gogurt Yogurt

Topps Co., Inc.

Push Pop Candy

ConAgra Foods

Chef Boyardee Overstuffed Ravioli Pasta

Kellogg Company

Apple Jacks Cereal

The Dannon Company

Danimals Yogurt

General Mills

Trix Swirls Cereal

General Mills

Lucky Charms Swirls Cereal

Kellogg Company

Froot Loops Cereal

General Mills
General Mills

Honey Nut Cheerios Cereal
Fruit Roll-Up/Fruit Gushers/Fruit by the Foot Variety
Pack Fruit Snack

Post Foods, LLC

Cupcake Pebbles Cereal

Kellogg Company

Corn Pops Cereal

Post Foods, LLC

Cocoa Pebbles Cereal

General Mills

Cocoa Puffs Cereal

General Mills

Reese's Puffs Cereal

ConAgra Foods

Kid Cuisine Krazy Combo Meals

Campbell Soup Company

Flavor Blasted Goldfish Snack, Extreme Cheddar

Topps Co., Inc.

Juicy Drop Pop Candy

Nutrition
Nutrition information was collected on all of the 24 products listed in Table 19 to assess
their nutritional quality. Because the food, beverages and restaurants included in the 24 products
yielded from the television sample are diverse, the Center for Science in the Public Interest
(CSPI) Guidelines for Responsible Food Marketing to Children were used to classify products as
either approved or not approved for marketing to children (Wootan, 2006). Table 20 lists the
nutritional criteria that foods must meet to be approved for marketing to children.
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Table 20. CSPI Guidelines for Responsible Food Marketing to Children. Foods must meet all
nutrient qualifications.
Nutrient
Total fat
Saturated and
trans fats
Added sugars
Sodium

Other Nutrients

Qualification
No more than 35% total calories*
*excludes nuts, seeds, and peanut or other nut butters
No more than 10% total calories
Less than 35% added sugars by weight**
**excludes naturally occurring sugars from fruit, vegetable, and dairy ingredients
No more than
1) 230 mg per serving of chips, crackers, cheeses, baked goods, French
fries, and other snack items;
2) 480 mg per serving of cereal, soup, pasta, and meat;
3) 600 mg for pizza, sandwiches, and main dishes;
4) 770 mg for meals
Contains at least one of the following:
1) 10% or more of one of the following without fortification
•
Vitamin A
•
Vitamin C
•
Vitamin E
•
Calcium
•
Magnesium
•
Potassium
•
Iron
•
Fiber;
2) 1/2 serving of fruit or vegetable;
3) 51% or more by weight of whole grain ingredients

Adapted from Wootan, 2006.

Table 21 shows the food and beverages which were approved based on the CSPI
guidelines. The food product evaluated for nutritional content was the specific product advertised
in the television commercial. If there were multiple flavors or combinations of the advertised food,
the exact flavor or combination of food depicted was investigated. For example, in all McDonald’s
television commercials Happy Meals were depicted as only one combination: 4 piece Chicken
McNuggets, Apple Dippers with Low Fat Caramel Dipping Sauce, and Low Fat White Milk Jug.
This was the Happy Meal combination judged for nutrition quality. One product, Chuck E.
Cheese, was not evaluated as no food items were depicted in their television commercials.
Only 6 of 24 products were determined to be CSPI compliant, and thus approved to be
responsibly marketed to children, or 26.1% of the sample. The remaining 73.9% (n=17) of
products were not compliant based on sugar content (n=11, 64.7%), sodium content (n=2,
11.8%), or lack of unfortified nutrients (n=4, 23.5%). Eleven products (64.7%) of the seventeen
non-compliant products failed more than one nutrient category.
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Table 21. CSPI nutrition compliance of advertised foods.
Approved

Not Approved

Burger King Kid’s Meal: Hamburger, BK
Fresh Apple Fries, and Minute Maid Apple
Juice
ConAgra Kid Cuisine Krazy Combo: Rockin'
Dino Chicken Breast Nuggets
Dannon Danimals Yogurt

Campbell's Pepperidge Farms Flavor Blasted Goldfish
Extreme Cheddar

General Mills Yoplait Trix Yogurt

General Mills Lucky Charms Cereal

Kraft Macaroni and Cheese Pasta

General Mills Trix Cereal

McDonald’s Happy Meal: 4 piece Chicken
McNuggets, Apple Dippers with Low Fat
Caramel Dip, and 1% Low Fat White Milk Jug

General Mills Cocoa Puffs Cereal

ConAgra Chef Boyardee Overstuffed Ravioli Pasta
General Mills Reese's Puffs Cereal

General Mills Cinnamon Toast Crunch Cereal
General Mills Honey Nut Cheerios Cereal
General Mills Fruit Roll-Ups, Fruit Gushers, Fruit by the
Foot Variety Pack Fruit Snacks
Kellogg's Froot Loops Cereal
Kellogg’s Corn Pops Cereal
Kellogg's Apple Jacks Cereal
Kraft Capri Sun Beverage
Post Cocoa Pebbles Cereal
Post Cupcake Pebbles Cereal
Topps Juicy Drop Pop Candy
Topps Push Pop Candy

Not only were the top products from the television sample investigated, but the CFBAI
company pledges of self-proposed nutrition guidelines were reviewed and compared to the CSPI
guidelines. Of the 21 CFBAI owned products advertised, 100% met the “better for you” standards
set forth by each individual company.
Upon comparison of the CSPI guidelines with the CFBAI pledge participants nutrition
standards for “better for you” foods, however, quite a few were identified. These discrepancies
were identified from the most recently updated BBB Synopsis of Participant’s Nutrition Guidelines
from August 2009 and Post Foods, LLC October 2009 pledge and product sheet (who joined the
CFBAI post August 2009). Of the 16 CFBAI participating pledge companies, 4 did not specify
nutrition standards as they do not advertise food or beverages to children under 12.
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In terms of total fat, Kellogg Company and Unilever did not meet CSPI guidelines.
Kellogg Company did not specify any critical limits for “better for you” products. Neither did
Unilever for popsicles marketed as “better for you”.
In regards to saturated plus trans fats, Campbell Soup Company, Nestle USA,
McDonald’s USA, and Unilever did not meet the proposed guideline of less that 10% of total
calories. Campbell Soup Company approves soups as “better for you” at saturated plus trans fats
5% higher than the guideline for both soups and canned pastas. Nestle USA allowed 8% higher
amounts in push-up or frozen desserts. McDonald’s USA does not specify a critical limit for trans
fats and allows saturated fats alone to equal 10% of total calories in its “better for you” products.
Unilever allowed “better for you” products to contain up to 20% of total calories from saturated fat
and up to 2% from trans fat.
Campbell Soup Company, Con Agra Foods, Kraft Foods Global, Inc., and McDonald’s
USA did not meet the proposed guidelines of sodium for their specified products. Campbell Soup
Company did not set a sodium limit for snack crackers, nor did they clearly define a limit for
canned pasta; for which they defined as “25% less than the largest-selling canned pasta item in
the canned pasta product category” (October 2008 Supplemental Pledge, Campbell Soup
Company). Con Agra Foods qualifies “better for you” pastas at sodium levels of 750 mg or less,
270 mg higher than the recommended pasta sodium levels from CSPI guidelines. Kraft Foods
Global, Inc. allowed meal products – of which met the CSPI definition for main dishes – to be
considered “better for you” at sodium levels less than 840 mg, this is 70-240 mg higher than the
cut-offs for main meals and main dishes, respectively. Additionally, Kraft Foods Global, Inc.
allowed 130 mg sodium more for granola or cereal snack bars and 60 mg sodium more for
crackers and cookies. Again, McDonald’s USA did not specify critical levels of sodium in its
“better for you” products.
Fifteen of the 16 company nutrition standards for sugar were unable to be compared to
the CSPI guidelines as CSPI restricts percentage of added sugars by weight (excluding naturally
occurring sugars from fruits, vegetables, and dairy ingredients). Pledge sugar standards were
given with relation to total calories, and thus unable to convert for comparison without a specific
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product. However, 41.7% (n=5) of the CFBAI pledges set an upper limit of added sugars at 1212.5g per serving and 33.3% (n=4) restricted added sugars to no more than 25% of total calories.
McDonald’s was the only company to set a sugar standard by weight which matched exactly the
CSPI guideline.
The majority of company pledges (66.7%, n=8) included the additional criteria that
positive nutrients be present in “better for you foods. This criteria was set at 10-20% Daily Value
of many vitamins or minerals or a half serving of fruit or vegetables. However, CSPI guidelines
specifically denote the source of these vitamins or minerals must be natural, without fortification.
This criteria was not met by any of the 8 pledges. In addition, no companies pledged any criteria
relating to whole grain content of foods.
As CSPI beverage guidelines only allowed for nutritious beverages without added
sweeteners, at least 50% juice, and low-fat or fat-free milk (including flavored milks and calciumfortified soy and rice beverages), CFBAI nutrition pledges were not comparable in the absence of
a specific product.
Two products in the sample not owned by a CFBAI pledge participating company, both
candies, were not approved for child-directed marketing. However, Topps Push Pop Candy met
the “better for you” standards of both Campbell Soup Company and Kellogg Company.

Internet
Company-run web addresses for the top 24 products were collected either from television
commercials (n=9), from product packaging (n=18), or if not identified from the first two methods,
from an Internet search (n=1). A total of 23 web addresses were collected; 4 were collected from
both commercials and packaging and 2 web addresses were advertised on multiple products.
Table 22 lists the web addresses collected and the respective sources.
All web addresses were visited and investigated and coded for child-directed marketing
unique to the Internet; see Appendix II (Individual Website – Advertisement Observations). All
coding was completed by the author, however, a secondary coder observed 15% of the 23
identified websites (n=4); resulting in agreement of 97%.
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Table 22. Company-run web addresses and the source of identification.
Web Address
www.applejacks.com
www.bewarethegush.com
www.chefboyardee.com
www.chuckecheese.com
www.clubbk.com
www.cornpops.com
www.crazysquares.com
www.danimals.com
www.daretodrop.com
www.frootloops.com
www.goldfishfun.com
www.happymeal.com
www.honeydefender.com
www.kidcuisine.com
www.luckycharms.com
www.millsberry.com
www.postopia.com
www.pushpop.com
www.reesespuffs.com
www.respectthepouch.com
www.thecheesiest.com
www.trixworld.com
www.yoplait.com

Television
Commercial
X

Source
Product
Packaging
X

Internet
Search
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X

The website content was first rated as either child- or adult-targeted. One web address
was thrown out as it was under construction during the data collection period of this study. A web
address was considered to be child-targeted based on the presence of rapid animation, bright
color, appealing sound, and if the majority of the main page contained content aimed at children
(n=20). A web address was considered to be adult-targeted if it lacked the child-targeted criteria
(n=2). Adult-targeted web addresses were also observed for child-designated areas, or childdirected content off of the main page (n=1).
Child-directed websites (90.9%) and child designated areas (4.5%) were further observed
for 1) advergames, 2) viral marketing, 3) branded downloads, 4) webisodes or commercials, 5)
registration, 6) customization, and 7) nutrition information. In addition, child-directed websites
were observed for basic advertising techniques including media tie-ins, use of spokescharacters
or celebrity endorsements, sweepstakes or other incentive to buy products, and the presence of
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marketing bumpers – or breaks in advertising content continuity. Table 23 summarizes these
findings.

Table 23. Marketing content anlaysis of 21 identified food and beverage company-run websites.
Marketing Content
Advergames
Viral Marketing
Branded Downloads
Webisodes or Commercials
Registration
•
•

Frequency of Website Use
20
11
11
17
9

%
95.2
52.4
52.4
80.9
42.8

5
4

55.6
44.4

9
4
7
15

42.8
19.0
33.3
71.4

14
1

93.3
6.7

2
6
10
3

9.5
28.6
47.6
14.2

Required
Optional

Customization
Nutrition Information
Media Tie-Ins
Spokescharacters
•
•

Brand Mascot
3rd Party character

Celebrity Endorsement
Sweepstakes
Incentive to Buy
Marketing Bumpers

For the 20 websites containing advergames, the total number of games offered was 264.
The mean of advergames per website was 13.2. Advergames are the main attraction for
company-owned food and beverage websites, as 95.2% of the observed websites offered at least
one. Over half of the advergames (n=174, 65.9%) contained embedded food products which
were incorporated into the goal of the game. Nearly half (n=126, 47.7%) of the advergames
contained a brand mascot to play against, play as, or lead you through the game. At the
completion of the game; either win, lose, or expired time/lives, 100% of the games suggested that
the gamer ‘play again’, and 0% initiated any form of delay to play continuously. Only 15.5%
(n=41) of the advergames offered a viral marketing option, such as suggesting the gamer share
the game with a friend via email or challenge a friend to beat their score via email. A quarter of
the advergames (n=69, 26.1%) asked the gamer to enter a special code found on product
packaging to enhance the gamer’s experience through unlocking levels or providing special
powers.
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Websites were categorized as offering either arcade or complex games - based on the
style of game available. Complex games were designed to resemble video games, and included
multiple levels and challenges, had an overarching mission or task, and required ample time
investment to play. Arcade games were simple games which had a single challenge and less
sophisticated graphics. As nearly all websites offered more than one advergame (n=17), the
website was categorized based on the most prevalent type of games offered. Over half (n=13,
65.0%) of the websites were observed to offer arcade style advergames, while 35.0% (n=7)
offered complex advergames. Table 24 lists the web addresses as categorized by complex or
arcade style advergames.

Table 24.Classification of company-run websites based on advergame style.
Complex

Arcade

www.applejacks.com; www.clubbk.com; www.honeydefender.com;
www.luckycharms.com; www.respectthepouch.com; www.thecheesiest.com;
www.trixworld.com
www.bewarethegush.com; www.chefboyardee.com; www.chuckecheese.com;
www.cornpops.com; www.crazysquares.com; www.danimals.com;
www.daretodrop.com; www.frootloops.com; www.goldfishfun.com;
www.happymeal.com; www.kidcuisine.com; www.millsberry.com; www.postopia.com

Over half, 56.1% of all advergames (n=148) originated from 3 websites:
www.postopia.com (Post Foods, LLC), www.happymeal.com (McDonald’s USA), and
www.millsberry.com (General Mills). Postopia and Millsberry incorporated multiple products into
their website advertising, while Happy Meal advertises the fast food chain’s children’s meal. All
three of these sites were categorized as offering mainly arcade-style games. Surprisingly, two of
these companies – General Mills and McDonald’s USA – did not incorporate brand
spokescharacters or embed food products into their advergames of a frequent basis. In fact,
McDonald’s never utilized this marketing strategy. Postopia contained the highest number of
advergames (n=76) and 100% contained embedded Post products while only 26.3% contained
rd

Post spokescharacters or 3 party mascots (Hanna Barbara’s Flinstones characters).
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Figure 2. Screenshot of the Lucky Charms cereal home page (www.luckycharms.com), owned by
General Mills.

More than a quarter (35.0%) of the websites observed contained complex style
advergames. An example of a complex advergames is the Lucky Charms cereal website,
www.luckycharms.com. This website introduces a complex, multi-land map with various
advergames and interactive storylines all weaving into a product themed hunt through the
“magical mist” for the cereal’s new marshmallow charm. Every aspect of this online gaming
experience is highly branded and themed to Lucky Charms cereal and its spokescharacter, Lucky
the Leprechaun (property of General Mills). Figure 2 shows a screenshot of the home page for
www.luckycharms.com.
Nearly all websites (n=17 , 80.9%) observed provided access to their product’s television
commercials or offered webisodes – a series of short stories often featuring brand characters. Of
these, 13 websites made their television commercials available for non-stop viewing. In fact, one
website held a vote to determine their next television commercial from five different clips. After
voting, kids were encouraged to either watch all 5 and vote again or share the poll with a friend
via email.
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This and other forms of viral marketing, or promotion of either the product or web address
via email, were evident in 52.4% (n=11) of the sample. The suggestion of emailing friends to
promote awareness of the website or its contents was usually paired with advergames,
sweepstakes, or customized content.
Branded downloads were offered by 52.4% (n=11) of the websites for a total of 103
available items. Of these, 75.8% (n=78) were for art projects, coloring pages, or other items to be
printed for entertainment; while 24.2% (n=25) were for computer wallpapers, screensavers, or
instant messaging icons.
Registration was available for 42.8% (n=9) of the websites, however only 5 required it for
full access to the website’s content. When registration was available, it was a advertised as a
means to save scores of advergames, be notified of new website content, or to save
customizable content.

Table 25. Characteristics of company-run websites which operate virtual worlds.
Brand

Personal
Character

Web Address

Currency

Personal
Page

General Mills

www.millsberry.com

Buddy

Millbucks

My Place

Post Foods, LLC

www.postopia.com

n/a

Postokens

Hideout

Campbell Soup Company
(Pepperidge Farms)

www.goldfishfun.com

Goldfish

Cheddar Points

Homepage

McDonald's USA

www.happymeal.com

Mpal

Mpoints

Treehouse

Burger King Corp.

www.clubbk.com

Character

Crowns

Cabin

General Mills

www.trixworld.com

Rabbit

n/a

n/a

ConAgra Foods

www.kidcuisine.com

Neopet

n/a

Breakroom

A unique observation of all websites was the presence of virtual worlds – or online
communities through which users can interact with other users and create depictions of
themselves as characters. These characters are often called avatars. Virtual worlds were
observed in 7 websites; 5 of which had established their own currency that was awarded through
playing advergames and used to purchase avatar clothing, accessories, or décor for their avatar’s
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home or login page. One virtual world was a media-tie in including Con Agra’s Kid Cuisine and
Viacom’s Neopets website. Table 25 lists the websites with virtual worlds and degree of
customization.

Figure 3. McWorld (www.happymeal.com) home page after loging in. McWorld is owned by
McDonald’s USA.

McDonald’s McWorld is an excellent example of a virtual world. Users are first asked to
register by creating a username and password. They are then guided through the process of
creating a character to represent them, in this case an Mpal. A screenshot provided in Figure 3
illustrates McWorld.
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Figure 4. McWorld screenshot illustrating the personal Treehouse of a registerd Mpal.

As an Mpal, users can play games, explore different lands, or decorate their Treehouse –
a unique home for their Mpal. Figure 4 show a screenshot of a Treehouse and a registered Mpal
(property of McDonald’s USA). By playing games, users earn the McWorld currency known as
Mpoints. With these Mpoints, users can purchase clothes and accessories for their Mpal or
purchase décor for their Treehouse. While points awarded from game-play are tied to the game’s
scoring system, points are also earned for solely playing a game. Accumulating points from
playing multiple advergames or from mastering a few advergames is thus incentive to motivate
users to earn sufficient points for purchasing McWorld items.
Playing games also earns Msmarts, Mstrength, or Mspark – which are depicted as
meters to represent the Mpal’s happiness. Different types of games award points to these meters,
with the goal being to keep them all full. This again, indirectly encourages children to continue
playing advergames. Each Mpal has a Quest Journal which keeps track of the adventures or
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challenges in which their Mpal participates. In addition, any Happy Meal codes – located on
Happy Meal bags – earn special prizes or adventure invitations, again providing incentive for
purchase of the advertised product. McWorld allows users to create buddy lists of other users as
well as chat with them while both are online. This creates a social networking aspect to the virtual
world.

Figure 5. A marketing bumper from Kellogg’s Corn Pops cereal encouraging activity.

Only 14.2% (n=3) of the websites visited used marketing bumpers to limit the continuity
of advertising on their own websites. These websites were Kellogg’s brand websites and all three
suggested the child get up from the computer; however, these bumpers were easily dismissed to
enter or return to the website content. Figure 5 gives an example of this marketing bumper
collected from the Corn Pops cereal website (www.cornpops.com), owned by Kellogg Company.
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Notice the last option allows children to bypass this marketing bumper completely and more
rapidly enter the desired website.
Many websites did provide a message encouraging children to engage in physical activity
while advergames were loading, however, they were not recorded due to their lack of lasting
screen time (less than 1 second). Of the websites observed, 100% contained some type of
advertisement flag discretely located on the home page with the purpose to alert visitors that the
content of the website was advertising based.
Five websites made nutrition facts information available, one of which was an adulttargeted website. Two of these websites were for candy products which did not contain nutrition
facts labels on the packaging, and another was for a fast food kid’s meal which also did not have
nutrition facts information available on food containers.
Of the 23 web addresses collected and investigated, 20 were owned and operated by
CFBAI pledge participants. Of these, 18 were child-targeted websites which offered 251
advergames. Table 26 lists the web addresses, associated CFBAI brands and products. Just as
in the television advertising sample, seven CFBAI pledge companies were not included in this
internet sample. However, this does not indicate that they do not operate child-directed websites.
Again, just as with television all of the products marketed via these CFBAI websites were
“better for you” qualified products as per company specific nutrition pledges. The additional foods
marketed on the Internet sample which were not advertised in the television sample were not
analyzed for nutritional quality or for their approval rating based on the CSPI guidelines for
responsible marketing to children.
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Table 26. CFBAI pledge company ownership of websites observed and the food product
advertised.
Web Address

CFBAI Pledge Company

Product

www.clubbk.com

Burger King Corp.

Kid's Meals

www.goldfishfun.com

Campbell Soup Company
(Pepperidge Farms)

Flavor Blasted Goldfish

www.chefboyardee.com

ConAgra Foods

Chef Boyardee Pasta

www.kidcuisine.com

ConAgra Foods

Kid Cuisine Frozen Meals

www.danimals.com

The Dannon Company

Danimals Yogurt

www.bewarethegush.com

General Mills

Gushers Fruit Snacks

www.crazysquares.com

General Mills

Cinnamon Toast Crunch Cereal

www.honeydefender.com

General Mills

Honey Nut Cheerios Cereal

www.luckycharms.com

General Mills

Lucky Charms Cereal

www.millsberry.com

General Mills

www.reesespuffs.com

General Mills

Cinnamon Toast Crunch Cereal, Honey
Nut Cheerios Cereal, Lucky Charms
Cereal, Trix Cereal, Reese's Puffs
Cereal, Fruit by the Foot, Fruit Roll-Ups,
Gushers Fruit Snacks
Reese's Puffs Cereal

www.trixworld.com

General Mills

Trix Cereal

www.yoplait.com

General Mills

Trix Gogurt Yogurt

www.applejacks.com

Kellogg Company

Apple Jacks Cereal

www.cornpops.com

Kellogg Company

Corn Pops Cereal

www.frootloops.com

Kellogg Company

Froot Loops Cereal

www.respectthepouch.com

Kraft Foods Global, Inc.

Capri Sun Fruit Beverage

www.thecheesiest.com

Kraft Foods Global, Inc.

Macaroni and Cheese

www.happymeal.com

McDonald's USA

Happy Meals

www.postopia.com

Post Foods, LLC

Cocoa Pebbles Cereal & Cupcake
Pebbles Cereal
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary
In summary, non-programming content was collected from 30 hours of afterschool
television programming, of which 18.9% was occupied by food or beverage advertisements. A
total of 1,137 commercial advertisements were viewed, 262 of which were food and beverage
products. Fast food and restaurants were the most dominant food type, with children being
exposed to 1.6 advertisements per half hour program. Grains, specifically breakfast cereals, were
the next most advertised food type, with exposure being 1.3 advertisements per half hour
program. Three food groups from MyPyramid were not represented in the sample.
Seven CFBAI pledge companies did not advertise foods during the 30.0 hour television
sample: Cadbury Adams, The Coca-Cola Company, Hershey’s, Mars, Nestle USA, PepsiCo, Inc.,
and Unilever. Based on their independent pledges, Cadbury Adams, The Coca-Cola Company,
Hershey’s, and Mars complied with their company pledges to not engage in child-directed
advertising. While they did not pledge to restrict child-directed advertising more than the CFBAI
companies observed in this sample, Nestle USA, PepsiCo, Inc., and Unilever exceeded their
pledge by their lack of advertising.
The most prevalent marketing technique used in these food and beverage commercials
was the presence of spokescharacters, 90.9% of which were brand owned. Only 9 food products
advertised a web address via television advertising. However, websites were identified for all
advertised products either to specifically promote the product or to promote the product along
with other same brand products. Of these web addresses, 91.3% were child-targeted or
contained a distinctly marked child designated area off of the home page. This is noteworthy as
currently under the Children’s Television Act 2004 Amendments, airing web addresses during
shows aimed at children is restricted unless the website promoted offers substantial noncommercial content or its commercial content is clearly labeled and separated from noncommercial content (Jordan, 2008). Four CFBAI pledge companies, The Kellogg Company,
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General Mills, Inc., Kraft Foods Global, Inc., and ConAgra Foods, Inc., advertised at least one of
their products with a web link.
Internet marketing strategies were also dominated by the presence of spokescharacters,
93.3% of which were brand owned. However, the main attractions of the observed child-targeted
websites were advergames. In fact, 95.2% featured at least one advergame, for a total of 264
observed. More than half of these advergames contained the food product as either a visual
background or integral component of game play. Spokescharacters were also embedded into the
47.7% of the games as either the player character or as game play guides. All advergames
suggested or challenged the player to repeat the game upon completion and 15.5% gave the
player a method of sharing the game with a friend via email. Approximately one quarter of the
advergames offered a benefit in game play with the input of a product packaging code. No delay
in advergaming was induced at any point in the online experience, thus allowing the player to play
continuously for unlimited time. Half of the websites visited offered branded downloads and
encouraged sharing the web address with friends. Very few child-targeted websites offered
nutrition information on the advertised product or how to include the product as part of a nutritious
diet.
An emerging marketing strategy from previous Internet investigations of child-targeted
websites was the virtual world. More than one quarter of observed websites (33.3%) presented
branded content in the form of an interactive community where users created an avatar, or
character, representation of themselves to exist within the world. This complex virtual world
provides a highly customizable experience often with a home base for the user to inhabit,
decorate, and save advergame scores, trophies or other favorite areas for easy retrieval.
Nutritionally speaking, despite the “better for you” nutrition criteria set forth by CFBAI
pledge participants, the majority of food products promoted did not qualify as healthy options to
responsibly market to children. Only 26.1% of food and beverages promoted met the CSPI
nutrition guidelines. Of these approved foods, two were fast food meals featuring apples and
either fruit juice or milk, two were yogurt products, one was macaroni and cheese, and the other
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was a frozen meal featuring chicken breast, corn, and pudding. Not one of the promoted
breakfast cereals or snack foods were approved.
According to the CFBAI pledges as they relate to Internet and television marketing to
children under age 12, no violations were identified among the television, Internet, or nutrition
samples. Certain aspects of the CFBAI pledges extend beyond the scope of this study, such as
marketing in schools, cell phones, radio, or print media and product placement; and were
therefore not evaluated. Despite the type of marketing being addressed by the CFBAI core
principles, the crux of the pledge rests on the company’s qualification of “better for you” choices.
Virtually all questionable marketing strategies are allowed as long as “better for you” products are
promoted. Thus, the self-determined nutrition standards of each company are the heart of the
initiative and determine its relative impact. The CFBAI states its overarching goal is to “use
advertising to help promote healthy dietary choices and healthy lifestyles among American
children” (CFBAI, October 2009). Based on this study’s uniform nutrition guidelines, 73.9% of the
CFBAI food products and resulting marketing practices were in violation of the spirit of the
initiative. This is concerning as these CFBAI participating companies represent the majority of
food and beverages advertised to children and with insufficient nutrition standards guiding which
foods they responsibly market to children there will be no positive shift towards truly healthier
foods.

Conclusions
This study conducted a content analysis of afterschool television aimed at children as
well as rated the nutritional quality of the most advertised food and beverages marketed. Internet
websites owned by the most advertised food and beverages were identified and examined for
their content as well. This data analysis was completed after the implementation of the Children’s
Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative self-regulation; therefore all participating companies
were further evaluated for violations of their individual pledges as they were related to the scope
of this study.
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Limitations in all three aspects of this research exist. Only two child-directed television
channels were examined, however children watch other non-child-directed channels afterschool
which may include food advertisements not reflected in this study. Internet food marketing occurs
on many third party websites – not owned by the food marketing companies – which are utilized
by children, however this study only investigated the company-owned child-directed websites.
This study represents only a snapshot in time of marketing to children via two media, however, it
is acknowledged that commercial advertisements and website content are dynamic. In addition,
the pledges of CFBAI companies are updated regularly to introduce new or clarify old marketing
or nutrition standards, and thus would impact the observed food and beverages marketed through
television and Internet.
Since the conception of and subsequent research of this study, two significant reports
relating to child-targeted marketing and policy have emerged; including the BBB 2009 CFBAI
program review and CH1LDREN NOW’s independent evaluation of the CFBAI and its impact on
child-directed food marketing. Both of these investigate the environment of food marketing to
children in light of the food industry’s voluntary attempt at self-regulation. The IOM clearly stated
that if self-regulatory measures did not effectively improve the quality of foods marketed to
children, federal restrictions should be created and imposed (IOM, 2006). Currently in 2010, First
Lady Michelle Obama has created a task force to solve the epidemic of childhood obesity within a
generation with the Let’s Move call to action campaign. It seems no better time than now to
evaluate whether or not the CFBAI will result in responsible marketing of food to children and
highlight other mediums of child-directed food advertising that may negatively impact children’s
health.
This study was unable to find any blatant violations of the participating CFBAI companies
based on their uniform-lacking and vague restrictions. In fact, this study reports that all CFBAI
marketed foods were classified as “better for you” products by the participating companies. These
findings were mirrored by the 2009 CFBAI program review, which further asserted that
participants’ pledges had succeeded in balancing the food and beverages promoted to children
under 12 and thus had changed the landscape of children’s advertising (BBB, 2009). As this

56

study is a cross-sectional evaluation of food advertising to children via television and Internet, no
conclusions may be drawn as to the change in food marketed to neither support nor refute this
claim. However, based on a uniform set of nutritional standards developed by the CSPI for
responsible food marketing to children, this study found that 73.9% of all food and beverages
marketed to children were not approved as nutritious components of a child’s diet. Of CFBAI food
products marketed, this study found that 71.4% were not approved; a finding which supports
Kunkel et al., (2009) who found that 68.5% of CFBAI advertised foods were of the lowest
nutritional quality. Again proving that while CFBAI participants are compliant to current selfregulations, these regulations are nutritionally inadequate at positively changing the environment
of food marketing to children.
Examining the company specific nutrition pledge standards, makes clear these guidelines
were pieced together using various scientific and/or government recommendations in order to
achieve a desirable standard which allowed for the maximum amount of foods to be marketed as
healthy choices. For example, companies who manufacture canned foods which tend to provide
high sources of sodium were lenient or vague on their maximum sodium levels. This was
evidenced by Campbell Soup Company allowing any canned pasta product to pass as “better for
you” as long as it contained 25% less sodium than the best selling similar product available.
Clearly, this has no nutritional merit and provides no useful guideline to parents selecting foods.
In the absence of uniform nutrition standards from which all “better for you” products are
determined, the existing set of mix-and-match company specific guidelines do little to improve the
quality of foods marketed to children. The recommendation of a standardized nutrition system for
CFBAI was addressed by other studies as well (FTC, 2008 & Kunkel et al., 2009). In fact, the
CFBAI “better for you” product promotion may damage what nutritional common-sense parents
possess by persuading them to believe any food marketed or offered by CFBAI companies is a
healthy choice. Further research is necessary on the CFBAI public perception and its resulting
impact on the nutrition knowledge of parents and their food selection.
Of the unapproved foods advertised to children, the most dominating food genre was
grains, specifically breakfast cereals, which represented 52% of the foods advertised by CFBAI
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participants. This study found 72.7% of these breakfast cereals did not meet CSPI standards for
exceeding the sugar maximum of 35% added sugars by weight. In addition, 100% did not meet
the additional nutrient criteria of at least 10% non-fortified vitamins or minerals, or half a serving
of fruits or vegetables, or 51% whole grain ingredients by weight. Although 100% of these cereals
were fortified with numerous vitamins and minerals - resulting in an ingredient list that read more
similar to a vitamin supplement than to a breakfast cereal – none possessed any inherent or
natural nutrition.
All breakfast cereals examined contained between 10-12 grams of sugar per single
serving. As the sugar content listed on the nutrition facts label can include both added and
naturally occurring sugars from fruits, vegetables, and dairy ingredients, the three CFBAI cereal
manufactures were contacted via consumer affairs to clarify amount (in grams) of added sugar.
General Mills, Kellogg Company, and Post all were unable to verify the exact amount of added
sugars by weight in the requested cereals. All customer service representatives suggested that
the sugar grams listed represented only added sugars after referencing the ingredient list for
naturally occurring sugars – of which there were none. Prior to the CFBAI company pledges,
these same cereals contained up to 16 grams of sugar per serving (CFBAI, 2010). On average,
these cereals in the reformulated, lower-sugar versions still average 59.3% added sugars by
weight; far exceeding the 35% maximum used in CSPI guidelines. Again, these are the cereals
considered “better for you” by their respective CFBAI companies.
Whole grain composition was also unable to be determined from the provided nutrition
facts label. Again, relevant food manufacturers were contacted and requested to clarify the
amount (in grams) of whole grains per serving. Not a single customer service representative was
able to verify the amount in their company’s specified product; even when claims were made on
the product packaging that the food contained whole grains. In fact, the Kellogg Company
representative – after requesting to place the call on a lengthy hold – asserted that the specified
cereals did not contain any whole grains based on the ingredient list. Two of the three Kellogg
Company cereals clearly stated they contained “at least 8 grams of whole grains and fiber” on
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packaging claims. Even with 8 grams of whole grains per serving, not a single breakfast cereal
met the CSPI guideline of 51% whole grains by weight.
A concerning finding from this study, especially in regards to the BBB statement of
successful self-regulation, is the fact that three major food groups were invisible in this study’s
sample of child-directed advertising. Vegetables, fruits (not as part of a fast food meal), and the
meat and beans food groups were not represented; all of which provide essential vitamins,
nutrients and protein for growing children. Under a partnership of the USDA and the Let’s Move
call to action, software developers and game designers have been challenged to create healthy
applications for children to encourage healthy eating and physical activity. This contest, which
began accepting submissions March 10, 2010, is an excellent example of how marketing and
technology can be harnessed to improve nutrition and activity among children rather than derail it.
The marketing exhibited on all of the observed food product websites does not support
the Let’s Move call to action, rather it is a direct contradiction to this campaign. The very
existence of these food industry marketing websites appealing to children with characteristics of
flashy color and animation, alluring advergames, interactive and customizable content, and the
emerging opportunity for peer social networking is a direct threat to undermining the challenge of
ensuring a generation of healthier children. Not only do these websites promote intrinsically
unhealthy food to children, they also indirectly encourage children to be sedentary. The very
nature of success for each food marketing website is dependent upon children regularly visiting,
spending quality time on, and promoting the website to their peers. This investment of time is
most likely to displace time spent on physical activity. As mentioned, Kellogg Company’s
websites were the only websites investigated to have marketing bumpers independent of brief
advergames loading screens. While these breaks did clearly instruct children to leave their
computer and initiate physical activity outdoors, their presence onscreen lasted for less than 30
seconds – at which time the main company-run website began loading to allow for immediate
use.
Not only are these websites indirectly promoting children to be sedentary, they are also
aggressively encouraging brand loyalty. This is accomplished through repetitive exposure to
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brand logos, spokescharacters, and product images which are plentiful within website content.
The basic embedded food products and brand logos or spokescharacters, commonplace to
arcade style games, are now evolving into more complex video game style advergames which
incorporate food and brand identifiers in more thematic and imaginative ways. Without a doubt,
this website design and intricate quest will captivate children for hours. Further research is
needed to examine the extent to which this alluring style of Internet food marketing affects
children’s food preferences and choices; as well as if older children deemed cognitively
competent to defend from television advertisements are able to defend against this method of
advertising.
As mentioned previously, the emergence of virtual worlds centered on food brands or
products is a key finding of this study. Again, food websites are expanding upon the basic arcade
style advergames and developing more effective ways to engage children and prolong time
invested with their brand and product. Whether or not virtual worlds blur the lines of advertising
and entertainment, resulting in irresponsible marketing to children needs to be investigated. From
the content analysis performed by this study, it is clear that food industry brands which develop
these virtual worlds do so to engage children in a fun, highly interactive, and social environment.
With no food industry federal regulations on Internet marketing to children, this aspect of food
marketing and the cognitive ability of children to process and defend themselves from advertising
messages – as discreet as they may be – is crucial for further research.

Recommendations
In closing, the information in this study is intended to provide nutrition and health
professionals as well as policy-makers with an in-depth view of Internet food marketing to
children. It is clear that this medium of marketing has advanced as an alluring way to capture and
retain the attention of children. Although television is still the dominant source of media for
children, the federal restrictions on advertisement limits and content have resulted in the
development of more technologically advanced marketing over the Internet; marketing which is
unrestricted with regards to food and beverage products at the time of this study. Also
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concerning, with regards to nutrition and healthful eating, is the finding that the same inherently
nutrient-poor foods are heavily represented in the Internet food marketing environment. The
Institute of Medicine clearly stated that the out-of-balance, unhealthy food and beverages
marketed to children puts their health at risk (IOM, 2006). This study finds that the marketing
styles of the food industry are growing and developing highly complex and captivating web
content aimed at children, as evidenced by the prominence of complex video game mimicking
designs and the emergence of virtual worlds.
The IOM issued a warning to all involved in food marketing to children: if the voluntary
efforts of self-imposed industry restrictions did not successfully shift the emphasis from “highcalorie and low-nutrient food and beverages” to more healthful products it was the duty of
Congress to enact legislation to accomplish this task (IOM, 2006). Unfortunately, due to the lack
of Internet based research the IOM only issued this warning to broadcast and cable television.
Based on the relevant review of the compliance of participating CFBAI food companies, this study
finds that although no violations of their individual pledges occurred in television or Internet
practices, these pledges are extremely lacking if they are to accomplish the IOM’s shift towards
healthy food products. In order for the CFBAI to have any positive impact on the nutrient-poor
food and beverage marketing environment that they created, a single uniform set of meaningful
nutrition standards must be in place. Without such guidelines, such as the CSPI standards
(Wootan, 2006), this self-regulatory initiative will most definitely fail America’s children and
mislead their caregivers. It is therefore seeming necessary for the intervention of Congress to
establish strict legislation which extends beyond the scope of broadcast and cable television and
encompasses the growing threat of food marketing over the Internet.
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APPENDIX 1
INDIVIDUAL PROGRAM - TV COMMERCIAL ADVERTISEMENT OBSERVATIONS:
Channel
Date
Time
Total Commercial Minutes

Program
Length
# Commercial Breaks

Overall Observations:
Fast food/Restaurant
Food
Toys
Media - Movies, Video games
Clothing/Apparel
Network Advertisements
Other Children-targeted advertisments

# advertisements

Food Specific Observations:
A: Fast food/Restaurant
B: Grains - Cereals
C: Fruits
D: Vegetables
E: Dairy
F: Meat & beans
G: Sodas/beverages
H: Candy/desserts
I: Conveinence snacks

# advertisements

Specific Observations (per food specific commercial):
Overall (1-7)
Food Classification (A-I)

Brief description of food

Brand Identification

Nutrition or Health-related message

Brand/Character Mascot

Sweepstake, Contest, Incentive to Buy

Media Tie-In

Link to Web

Repeats
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APPENDIX 2
INDIVIDUAL WEBSITE - ADVERTISEMENT OBSERVATIONS:
Website
Brand
Date
Parent/child differentiation
Brand Logo Count

Parent/child differentiation
Animation
Color
Sound
Interactive Areas

Food Specific Observations:
A: Fast food/Restaurant
B: Grains - Cereals
C: Fruits
D: Vegetables
E: Dairy
F: Meat & beans
G: Sodas/beverages
H: Candy/desserts
I: Conveinence snacks

Food Classification (A-I) & Description

Specific Observations:
Advergames

Viral Marketing

TV Commercials

Child Registration/Membership

Sweepstake, Contest, Incentive to Buy

Media Tie-In

Branded Downloads/Purchase

Character/Mascot

Marketing Bumpers

Nutrition Information
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