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° There is clear evidence that marketing of less healthy food and drink products is linked to children
and young people’s (CYP) food preferences and eating behaviours, which may lead to obesity

CYP are disproportionately targeted by less healthy food and drink marketing, particularly on digital
platforms such as YouTube, advergames, and social media

To ensure CYP are protected against less healthy marketing, consistency in regulations across all
forms of advertising is needed including TV, online media, print, outdoor and sports

Overview

Junk food marketing (JFM) uses various strategic
marketing techniques to advertise a range of less
healthy food and drink products, often of low
nutrition value, to specific populations and age
groups. Food and drink manufacturers spend a
substantial amount of money marketing less
healthy products through a range of avenues
including TV and online, outdoor, in store,
packaging, product placement and celebrity
and sport endorsement [1]. |JFM is constantly
evolving, with new forms of media emerging
such as Tik Tok and influencer marketing.
Constant exposure to such advertisements
normalises less healthy food in society, and
people may be unaware of how advertising
impacts their food and drink choices. Digital JFM
specifically targets CYP with  engaging,
immersive and creative content, speaking to
interests such as entertainment, music, sport and
gaming [2]. This draws on their social-
developmental needs for connection with peers,
activating emotional, identity-laden responses
and building long-lasting relationships with
brands [2]. Younger children are especially
susceptible to the impacts of |FM because they
are unable to differentiate it from other
programmes [3].

The World Health Organisation (WHO) claims
there is clear evidence that marketing of less
healthy food and drink products, typically
defined as those high in fat, sugar and/or salt
(HFSS), is linked to CYP's food and brand
preferences, requests, purchases and eating
behaviours [4]. Research suggests that exposure
to less healthy food and drink marketing
prompts additional food intake and preferences
for less healthy food and drink products, which
may lead to overweight and obesity [5].

What does the evidence say?

e A 2019 UK government Impact Assessment
concluded that even with current TV and digital
advertising regulations, CYP see 3.6 billion less
healthy adverts on TV annually [6].

e A third of food and drink advertising spend goes
towards confectionery, snacks, desserts and soft
drinks — only 1% goes towards advertising fruits and
vegetables[7].

eIn 2022, The Food Foundation’s analysis found
that £441 million (40% of total food and drink
advertising spend) was spent on brand advertising
[7].

e CYP from ethnic minorities or lower
socioeconomic backgrounds are
disproportionately exposed to less healthy food
and drink marketing, particularly on TV and
outdoors[8].

e Influencer adverts, such as those on YouTube or
Instagram, are found to increase snack intake in
CYP[9].

e Many digital marketing techniques, for example,
the use of hashtags and prompts to ‘like’ and
‘share’ are not recognised as formal advertising
since they do not involve ad placement in a
specified, paid-for location — CYP are particularly
vulnerable to this ‘earned’ marketing, who may be
unable to identify it as commercial content [10].

¢ In 2020, Google introduced restrictions on food
and drink marketing to under 18's in the UK but
gave no indication of how this would be monitored
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Policy context

In the UK, food and drink that is classified as ‘less
healthy’ (defined by the Nutrient Profiling Model)
cannot be advertised on children's TV
programmes [12]. For online media, adverts that
contain food and drinks that are classified as ‘less
healthy’ cannot directly or indirectly appear in
children’s media, or where children make up over
25% of the audience [13]. However, these
regulations are subject to many limitations [14],
most importantly that children do not just watch
TV and engage with online media that is
specifically  designed  for  children. The
government have committed to strengthening
these regulations as part of the National Obesity
Strategy [15], published in 2020, including a 9pm
watershed on TV and similar restrictions online.
Implementation was initially proposed by the end
of 2022, however this has now been delayed until
October 2025.

Also part of the National Obesity Strategy was
regulations to limit |JFM within the retail
environment; specifically, by location in store (i.e.
checkouts, end of aisles and store entrances) and
via price promotions. In October 2022, location
promotions were implemented however there are
concerns about the lack of funding for local
authority trading standards teams to carry out
these inspections [16]. Furthermore, legislation to
restrict multibuy promotions on less healthy food
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and drink was due to be implemented at the same
time, but has been subject to two delays, now
due to come into place in October 2025.

In the absence of national commitment to
reducing exposure to |FM, local areas have been
taking action to reduce JFM across council-owned
advertising spaces by implementing their own
healthier advertising policy [17]. This has been off
the back of the Transport for London ‘junk food ad
ban’, which has been associated with 5,000
fewer cases of obesity [18].

Our position and what we will do

We will continue to lobby the Government to
improve the food environment and implement the
marketing restrictions proposed in the National
Obesity Strategy. We will continue to support
local authorities to adopt the Local Government
Declaration on Healthy Weight, which includes a
commitment on limiting the marketing &
advertising of less healthy food and drink
products locally. We will continue to undertake
research to strengthen the evidence base behind
junk food marketing. Upcoming projects include:
Working with Obesity Health Alliance, Sustain
and Action on Sugar to understand the local
challenges of implementing the placement
promotions restrictions to inform
recommendations for the department for Health
and Social Care.

Introduce the proposed volume promotions and 9pm TV and online marketing restrictions no later

than October 2025

Incentivise increased advertising on healthy food and drink products, utilise marketing strategies,
such as price and place, to influence healthier food purchasing behaviours in the supermarket

environment

Promote consistency in regulations across all forms of advertising to protect children from less
healthy food and drink advertising, for example, outdoor advertising is currently unregulated
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