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BRIEFING PAPER
HEALTH HARMS OF HIGH STREET
GIVEAWAYS

KEY MESSAGES:

High street food and drink pop-up events and sampling tours are a popular marketing activity
brands use to promote existing or new products and increase brand awareness.

There are concerns about the type of food and drinks handed out at these events, and the
impact this type of marketing can have on brand awareness, preference and consumption of
such products although the evidence-base is limited.

Many local authorities have started to reject permission to host such events, however many
faces opposition from economic regeneration and can do little to prevent events which are
hosted on privately owned land.

Overview

Food and drink brands use a wide range of techniques to market their products. This could
include more traditional forms of advertising such as TV and radio adverts, print advertising in
newspapers and magazines, sponsorship of sporting events or players and outdoor advertising
on billboards and telephone boxes, for example. The marketing landscape however has evolved
rapidly in recent years and the online media space presents many more opportunities to market
productsthrough social media and video sharing platforms such as Tik Tok.

Another marketing tactic used by brands is hosting pop up stalls and events. These events
typically include a stall, marquee or vehicle positioned in an area of high foot fall of a town or city,
manned by a team of staff and free samples handed out to passersby. Brands who commonly
engage in this type of activation include Coca Cola, Carabao [1], Rockstar [2] and Dairy Milk [3].
There is a large body of evidence that suggests the marketing of less healthy types of food and
drink can have a negative impact on health [4]. Of particular concern is the impact it can have on
children and young people, and how exposure can influence brand awareness [5], purchases or
requests to purchase the food [6], consumption of advertised products [7] and general food
consumption[8].

In recent years, whilst national commitments to introducing legislation to limit the marketing of
less healthy food and drink have stalled [9], local authorities have been taking matters into their
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own hands and restricting the marketing of less healthy food and drink across councitowned
sites, property and advertising space. However, in doing this they face many challengesin terms
of lobbying from the food and drink industry and managing arguments on economic
regeneration.

Evidence that the marketing of less healthy food and drink is a

problem

There is little academic evidence which specifically examines the impact of high street giveaways
of less healthy food and drink, however there is a wealth of evidence which examines the impact
of other forms of marketing on health. However, the evidence on outdoor forms of advertising is
building.

The facts on food and drink marketing

* In 2021, the UK advertising sector reached a record spend of £39.1 billion — a year on year
growth of 34% [10].

* Athird (33%) of food and soft drinks advertising goes towards confectionery, snacks, desserts
and soft drinks compared to just 1% on fruit and vegetables [11].

* Analysis in 2017 found that big name food companies spend 27/ times more on advertising
than Government spend on promoting healthy eating [12].

Marketingon TV

» Commercial TV exposure is linked to BMI - this relationship can be explained by increased
children’s purchase requests and consumption in response to exposure to advertising [13].

» The criteria for a causal link between TV marketing and obesity has been met. This means that
the available research provides compelling evidence of a cause and effect relationship
between food marketing on TV and obesity [14].

* Exposure to advertising for food delivery services, digital advertising and advertising in
recreational environments is associated with increased odds of obesity in adults [15].

* For children, additional food consumption caused by food advertising is not compensated for
in other meals on the same day meaning total calorie consumption increases [16].

» 74% of UK adults support banning junk food adverts on TV before 9pm [17].

Marketing online

* Children across the UK may see almost 500 adverts for junk food products per second while
online[18].

* Kid influencers generate millions of impressions for unhealthy food and drink brands through
product placement [19].

* Engagement with unhealthy food brands on social media is common among adolescents[20].
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 Digital marketing increases the memorability and likeability of brands in children, as a result of
more emotional, entertaining experiences [21].
« 74% of UK adults support banning junk food adverts online [22].

Outdoor advertising

» One study found on average, 22% of ads identified were for food, and almost two thirds (63%)
of foods advertised on bus stops were less healthy. Healthy foods were rarely advertised,
whereas fast food and sugar-sweetened drinks were often named as the most advertised
product types [23].

* Another study in Scotland showed similar results when surveying bus stop adverts in the city of
Edinburgh. Out of the 298 adverts that were recorded, 66% were for fast-food outlets and fruit
juices high in sugar [24].

* Evaluation of the Transport for London (TfL) ‘junk food ad ban’ found that the policy has directly
led to 94,867 fewer cases of obesity than expected (4.8% decrease), 2,857 fewer cases of
diabetes, and 1,915 fewer cases of cardiovascular disease. In addition to health benefits for
individuals, the analysis found the current advertising policy would save the NHS £218 million
over the lifetime of the current population [25].

* Another study of the TfL policy found that found the advertising policy has contributed to a
1,000 calorie decrease in energy from unhealthy purchases in consumers' weekly shopping
[26].

Health inequalities

* The majority of research shows that those from ethnic minorities or lower socioeconomic
backgrounds are disproportionately exposed to unhealthy food advertising, particularly on
television and outdoors[27].

» Children and adults from more deprived backgrounds are up to 50% more likely to be
exposed to unhealthy food advertising than less deprived groups[28].

A spotlight on the Coca Cola Christmas Truck Tour

The Coca Cola Christmas Truck Tour is arguably the most well-known and popular type of high
street or sampling activation. Coca Cola has positioned the advertisement of this tour ("Holidays
are Coming’) as the official start of Christmas, typically aired in October with the tour of the iconic
red truck commencing in November and runs through to mid-December. At each of the stops,
there will typically be a photo opportunity with the truck and free samples of their portfolio of
drinks.

Over the last decade, the public health community, NHS chiefs and dental health practitioners
have argued against the truck setting up in towns and cities, particularly in areas with high levels
of deprivation and tooth decay. Greenpeace have also criticised the tour in recent years, raising
concerns about the amount of plastic pollution the company produces[29].
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In 2017, the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (previously Public Health England)
recommended that local authorities should seriously reconsider any arrangements to host the
Coca Cola truck tour given the association their products have with obesity and tooth decay [30].
The tour has undergone a number of changes in recent years in response to these growing
concerns. Firstly, in response to the concerns of the health impacts of Coca Cola Classic (one
125ml sample contains 13g sugar, which contributes just under two thirds of a 4-6-year-old
recommended daily maximum sugar intake of 19g), the company announced it was only handing
out sugar free varieties at venues. However, there is evidence that promoting healthier options
with less healthy branding may still influence brand loyalty, preference and consumption [31].
Furthermore, from a dental health perspective zero sugar drinks can still have an impact on oral
health as a drink’s acidity levels can result in tooth erosion. Whilst sugar can pose a risk of tooth
decay, some sugar-free drinks can have a low pH level due to the addition of ingredients such as
citric acid which can harm our teeth.

The length of the tour has been scaled back significantly. In 2016, there were 44 stops. In 2019,
this fell to 19 stops. The Covid-19 pandemic also meant the tour was further scaled back or
cancelled, however in 2022 it returned with 19 stops. Not only has the tour reduced in size, but
Coca Cola has also had to rethink where it parks up as many local authorities have decided to
refuse the truck from setting up on council-owned land. This has meant many, if not all, stops are
now hosted on privately owned land for example supermarket car parks. In 2022, we estimate
that all but one of the stops were hosted on private land.

In spite of the changes above, the issue remains that the tour is a significant marketing opportunity
for Coca Cola to promote its brand to the local community and can foster positive associations
from a young age. Further commentary and resources on the Coca Cola Christmas Truck Tour are
listed below. Some may be useful wording and references for preparing a local authority response
to the truck approaching councils.

* Happy corporate holidays from Coca Cola: https://www.bmj.com/content/356/bmj.i6833

* When the Coca Cola Truck comes to your town:
http://fuseopenscienceblog.blogspot.com/2017/11/when-coca-cola-truck-comes-to-your-
town.html

 Steering the Coca Cola Christmas Truck off course:
https://fuseopenscienceblog.blogspot.com/2018/12/steering-coca-cola-christmas-trucks-
off.html

» Letskick Coca Cola out of Christmas:
https://fuseopenscienceblog.blogspot.com/2020/12/lets-kick-coca-cola-out-of-
christmas.html

* Open letter to Coca Cola from health leaders: https://foodactive.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/11/Open-Letter-to-Coca-Cola.pdf
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Cause washing

Furthermore, Coca Cola have also entered into partnerships with the food redistribution charity
Fare Share. As part of the 2022 tour, Coca Cola announced it would donate the equivalent of
thousands of meals, with the equivalent of a meal donated on behalf of every person that attends
the Coca-Cola Christmas Truck Tour. This was incredibly timely given the ongoing cost-of-living
crisis and could be considered as ‘cause-washing’, an act of charity during a difficult period could
be received very favourably by the general public and ultimately improves their brand image even
further, thereby serving as yet another marketing opportunity for the company disguised as simply
a gesture of good will [33].

National policy landscape

As part of the National Obesity Strategy in 2020, the government committed to introducing
tighter restrictions on the marketing of less healthy food and drink before 9pm on TV and similar
restrictions online. However, the legislation has been subject to several delays and despite
implementation being planned by the end of 2022, this has now been pushed back to October
2025. There have, however, been improvements in the retail environment where less healthy
food and drink products are no longer allowed to be displayed at key locations in medium and
large retailers (i.e. checkout areas, end of aisles and store entrances).

The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) is responsible for enforcing current guidelines relating
to advertising in the UK, stipulating that HFSS advertising cannot be shown where more than 25%
of the audience are under 16 years [34]. To abide by this guidance, outdoor media companies
typically interpret this as within 100m of school boundaries, but this neglects other outdoor
spaces where large numbers of children gather such as around parks and cinemas, and children
continue to be exposed to this advertising in areas where they make up less than 25% of the
audience such as high streets or supermarkets where such giveaway or sample tours are typically
hosted [35]. This arbitrary cut-off therefore does little to limit children’s exposure outdoors.

Additionally, these guidelines are not always strictly followed, and they often work on a reactive
basis as opposed to proactive basis, whereby a complaint must be lodged by a member of the
public or organisation and undergo an investigation for a decision to be made as to whether it
was in breach or not.

Local policy landscape

Spearheaded by the TfL ‘junk food ad ban’ which restricts less healthy food and drink (defined by
the Nutrient Profiling Model) being advertised across the whole of the TfL advertising estate,
other local authorities have started to explore how they can implement a similar policy in their
own areas.

Working with the Children’s Food Campaign, eight local authorities including Haringey,
Southwark, Merton, Greenwich, Bristol, Barnsley, Tower Hamlets and Luton have now
successfully implemented their own healthier advertising policy (correct as of September 2023)
[36].
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These will range between authorities; however, such policies will typically mean that adverts
containing less healthy food and drink will not be permitted on council-owned sites, properties
and spaces such as billboards, bus stops or roundabouts.

However, public health teams often face significant pressure from other council departments such
as economic regeneration, as brands will typically pay councils who allow them to host such
events. With councils facing ever growing budget pressures, this can often be a difficult case to
argue against.

However, in recent years many of these events have started to move to privately owned land
where councils have less influence about the type of marketing activity and types of food and
drink that are handed out to passersby.

Recommendations for local authorities
Local authorities may wish to consider the following recommendations when faced with
approachesfrom food and drink companies.

+ Utilise existing levers, policies or strategies as reasons to refuse events that are specifically
promoting products that are less healthy (this could be defined using the Nutrient Profiling
Model, which is currently the most recognised tool for determining the healthiness of foods
and whether they can be advertised on children’s media). This could be a healthy weight or
oral health strategy, or where applicable a Declaration on Healthy Weight. Councils could also
link in with any strategies regarding environmental health, referencing the use of single use
plastics.

* Explore whether companies can market their products more responsibly. If free giveaways are
being handed out, ask whether lower sugar, salt or fat varieties can be prioritised and have a
policy on no free samples for under 16s. This could also include mandating bins are provided
in the surrounding area to prevent litter, or staff to be involved in litter picking during or after
the activation has ended.

» Consider how the council can disseminate balanced messages at these events, and whether
any local campaigns and services can also host a similar stall or pop up nearby.

* Where there is push back from other departments within the council, it may be worth
considering hosting a briefing session to outline the rationale for refusing such events,
including references to local obesity and oral health statistics, a review of the evidence that
links exposure to marketing to negative impacts on children’s health and referencing the cost
of diet-related diseases to the NHS.

» Consider how voices of local young people can be captured in both internal and external
discussions around these events. Bite Back 2030 are a youth activist movement challenging
the food system, and their youth board members from across the country are often involved in
campaigns calling on the food industry to stop marketing products that are bad for our health
to children and young people. For more information, visit: https://www.biteback2030.com/
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* Mobilise support from local system leaders such as ClIr's with a portfolio for public health and
wellbeing and/or children and young people to support your case.

* Where events are hosted on privately-owned land, try to engage the company and land
owners to discuss how they can market products more responsibly. This could include writing a
letter or email to share details on what the council are doing to increase access to healthy food.

Our position and how we can support
High street giveaways and pop ups promoting less healthy food and drink undermine local efforts
to create a healthier environment for local residents.

Policy change: We will continue to support local authorities to adopt the Food Active's Local
Government Declaration on Healthy Weight, containing 16 commitments that address the wider
environmental drivers of healthy weight. Within these commitments, they highlight the impact
commercial partnerships with the food and drink industry can have on the local community and
the need to protect children and young people from the marketing of less healthy food and drink,
including high street giveaways.

Advocacy: Food Active has been campaigning for tighter controls on the marketing of less
healthy food and drink to children since its inception in 2013. In particular, we have been a key
voice in criticising the Coca Cola Christmas Truck Tour along with some of our partners such as
Sugar Smart, Children’s Food Campaign and Action on Sugar, who are all calling for more
responsible marketing. We will continue to highlight the role this tour and other events can play in
undermining local efforts to promote healthy weight and reduce the incidence of tooth decay, by
providing support and guidance to local authorities and to continue to lobby for the long-
overdue implementation of the National Obesity Strategy.
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