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KEY MESSAGES

 Advertising of food and drink high in fat, sugar and/or salt (HFSS) is a key battleground in UK
Government’s childhood obesity strategy, largely focussing on TV and online platforms

Research suggests outdoor advertising is a cause for concern, with a bias towards less healthy
products and greater concentrations locally are linked to higher levels of childhood obesity

The Government should consider introducing stricter legislation to limit this type of marketing,
closing the loopholes that are continually exposed in current guidelines.

Outdoor advertising of food and drink high
in fat, sugar and/or salt

Top HFSS brands spend more than £143 million on
advertising their products every year, and children
are among its prime targets [1]. Whilst many
companies state as part of their Corporate Social
Responsibility policy they do not market their
products to children, much of the content, branding
and aesthetics of their advertisements are designed
to appeal to a younger audience. For example,
Mondelez, state they do not market their products to
children —the same company who owns Barny cakes,
Oreos and Cadbury chocolate [2].

The North West of England experiences childhood
obesity levels above the national average. With
24.4% of reception aged children (4-5 years) across
the region starting school overweight or obese, with
this figure rising to 35.9% when children reach Year
6 (10-11 years) [3]. Research suggests that exposure
to marketing and advertising of HFSS food and drink
marketing is one of the many factors contributing to
this increase in childhood obesity [4,5].

In the UK, there are regulations aimed at reducing
HFSS advertising on broadcast and non-broadcast
platforms with high child audiences [6]. However,
due to a number of loopholes, children are still
exposed to a large amount of HFSS marketing
including outdoor advertising [7,8].

Outdoor food and drink advertising comes in many
shapes and forms and has been shown to promote
HFSS products [9]. For example, a child’s bus
journey to school may include a bombardment of
advertisements, whether it be at

the bus stop, on their bus ticket, billooards in the
street or on telephone boxes. This type of outdoor
advertising is effective, as people will tend to view
the same messages each day on their route to work
or school [10]. This repeat exposure encourages
increased brand awareness, preference and
purchase and evidence suggests this is a
contributing factor of the obesogenic environment
(a combination of circumstances/opportunities in a
local environmental that can promote obesity) [11].

What does the evidence say?

» Studies report a greater number of HFSS adverts
in more deprived neighbourhoods, compared to
more affluentareas[12, 13].

* Children living in more deprived areas have a
greater risk of exposure to HFSS marketing on
public transport[9].

*  One study found 84.2% of the foods advertised
for child-orientated products near schools were
considered as unhealthy [14].

* A North West survey found 63% of parents
supported restrictions on billboards and other
outdoor signage that promote HFSS foods near
schools[15].

e For every 10% increase in the number of food
and drink outdoor advertisements, thereisa 1.05
greater odds of an individual being overweight
or obese [16].

* A study found billboards were more likely to
advertise less healthy foods, with four times the
space devoted to HFSS food advertisements in
more deprived neighbourhoods[12].




Policy context

Nationally, The Advertising Standards Authority
(ASA); the selfregulatory organisation of the
advertising industry, states advertisers should not
place advertisements for HFSS products within 100
metres of primary and secondary schools and that
no platform should be used to advertised HFSS
products if more than 25% of its audience are aged
under 16 [17, 18]. However, the restrictions work on
a reactive basis whereby a complaint has to be
lodged for an investigation to take place (by which
time the damage has been done) and without the
power to levy fines, companies such as McDonald’s
have been found to break the rules time and time
again and breaches have been reported outside of
nurseries, childcare centres and playgrounds
[19,20].

Locally, as part of the childhood obesity plan
chapter 2, the Government has funded 5 local
authority childhood obesity trailblazers, including
one in Lewisham which is looking at how local
levers can be used to reduce the number of HFSS
outdoor adverts and replace with health promoting
adverts [21]. Learning from this trailblazer will be
shared with other local authorities over the three
year project. This project builds on work done by
the Greater London Authority, who in 2019
introduced a world-leading policy to tackle
childhood obesity by banning HFSS food and drink
advertising across the entire Transport for
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London (TFL) network [22]. However, there are
concerns that the blanket nature of the ban will lead
to complications over what is and is not considered
‘healthy’, as food companies have objected or
presented requests for exceptions [23]. Some
companies had expected a loss in revenue from the
ban, however, in the first year, advertising revenue
went up to £33 million and has remained stable
[24]. An evaluation of this policy is currently
underway as a part of a NIHR bid.

Our position and what we will do

Policy change: We will continue to support local
authorities to adopt the Local Government
Declaration on Healthy Weight, which includes a
commitment to prevent inappropriate marketing to
children, such as advertising in close proximity to
schools. We will also continue to lobby the
Government to introduce tighter controls and fines
on current non-broadcast media guidelines so that
children are not targeted by HFSS advertising, as
well as our wider calls to Government to publish the
outcome of the consultations featured in the
Childhood Obesity Plan Chapter 2 (June 2018).

Research and Partnerships: We will continue to
work with partner organisations such as the Obesity
Health Alliance, Sustain and the Children’s Food
Campaign to undertake research to strengthen the
evidence base on the advertising and marketing of
HFSS food and drink.

* Local government should be given more powers to restrict HFSS advertising near schools and
where young people spend time, to include telephone boxes and billboards.

» Combined, unitary and district councils should take learning from the Greater London
Authority’s Heathier Food Advert|sm%approach on transport, as well as the trailblazerin

Lewisham to explore what levers can

e used tackle this issue locally.

* The ASA must have, and use, the powers to levy fines on food companies whose advertisement

breaks the rules more than once in 3 years.
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