Curr Obes Rep
DOI 10.1007/s13679-014-0122-y

METABOLISM (R PASQUALIL SECTION EDITOR)

Food and Beverage Marketing to Youth

Andrew Cheyne - Pamela Mejia - Laura Nixon -
Lori Dorfman

© Springer Science+Business Media New York 2014

Abstract After nearly a decade of concern over the role of
food and beverage marketing to youth in the childhood obe-
sity epidemic, American children and adolescents — especial-
ly those from communities of color — are still immersed in
advertising and marketing environments that primarily pro-
mote unhealthy foods and beverages. Despite some positive
steps, the evidence shows that the food and beverage industry
self-regulation alone is not likely to significantly reduce mar-
keting of unhealthy foods and beverages to youth. A variety of
research is needed to monitor industry marketing of unhealthy
products to young people, and identify the most promising
approaches to improve children’s food marketing environ-
ments. The continued presence of unhealthy marketing toward
children despite years of industry self-regulation suggests it is
time for stronger action by policymakers to protect young
people from harmful marketing practices.
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Introduction

Since the onset of national concern over the epidemic rates of
obesity among young people, food companies [1], govern-
ments [2, 3], and schools [2, 3] have all made some efforts to
improve young people’s food marketing environments in the
United States. Despite these efforts, however, youth neverthe-
less grow up surrounded primarily by promotions for foods
and beverages that fail independent nutritional criteria [4].
Research has long established that the food marketing young
people receive matters because it influences children’s food
preferences, requests, dietary behaviors and health outcomes
[5]- In particular, young people’s exposure to marketing for
products with few nutrients but high in sugar, salt, and satu-
rated fats is associated with overweight and obesity [6], with
youth from communities of color facing disproportionate
burdens from these conditions [7]. In turn, young people
who become overweight or obese are at an elevated risk for
a variety of nutrition-related chronic diseases that can affect
them for the rest of their lives [8, 9].

This review examines the context of youth’s exposure to
food and beverage marketing — especially the disparities
facing low-income and youth of color, the prominent forms
of these marketing practices, and the implications for policy
interventions and future research that seek to protect youth
from these harmful practices.

Youth, and Youth of Color, are Specifically Targeted

Marketing Foods and Beverages to Youth Through the “4 P’s”
Young people are a key audience targeted by food and bever-
age marketers. Between 1994-2004, companies brought to

market 4447 new food and beverage products aimed at youth,
nearly ten times as many new products aimed at the general
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market during that time [10]. In 2009, the major food and
beverage manufacturers spent $1.8 billion on promotions to
children and adolescents for products with generally un-
healthy levels of saturated fat, sugar, or sodium [11]. This
included a dramatic 50 % increase in expenditures on digital
promotions [11]. Marketers such as fast-food companies use
price strategies such as dollar menus to reach young people
with limited disposable income [12]. Food and beverage
companies also inundate the places youth frequent, including
schools, neighborhoods, youth events, and the digital spaces
in which youth socialize.

Marketing Targeting Youth from Communities of Color

Youth from African American, Latino, and other communities
of color are coveted target audiences for food and beverage
marketers. These young people are early adopters [13, 14] and
heavy users of media devices [15], and are considered cultural
trend-setters for their peers [16, 17]. This may be in part why
food and beverage companies target children and youth of
color. Research consistently illustrates that youth of color are
disproportionately targeted with marketing for unhealthy
foods and beverages [18-20].

Between 2008 and 2010, when compared with White
children and adolescents, African American youth were ex-
posed to 80 percent to 90 percent more television commercials
for sugary beverages and energy drinks, while Latino children
were exposed to 49 percent more commercials [19]. Analyses
of English-language and Spanish-language television ads for
all foods have found that fast food advertisements were more
common on Spanish-language television [20], and that the
foods advertised were of poorer nutritional quality [18]. Com-
prehensive reviews illustrate that Latino youths are particular-
ly likely to be vulnerable to food and beverage marketing
because they have higher levels of media exposure and com-
panies use targeted strategies to reach this population, ulti-
mately concluding that industry self-regulation is less effec-
tive at protecting Latino youths [17, 21].

Latino and African-American youth also tend to live in
neighborhoods with greater density of convenience stores and
restaurants that market unhealthy foods, and that specifically
target children [22, 23]. For example, convenience and gro-
cery stores are nearly twice as likely to include cartoon char-
acters promoting unhealthy snacks (48.1 % versus 26.3 %)
and breakfast cereals (44.4 % versus 25.0 %) in predominantly
African American as compared to White neighborhoods [22].
A study that compared restaurant marketing by neighborhood
found that restaurants in low-income neighborhoods with high
minority populations were more likely to be fast food restau-
rants, had fewer healthy entrees than those in other neighbor-
hoods, and were more likely to target children with marketing
strategies like children’s meals and special characters [23].
Moreover, the fast food outlets located in low-income
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communities of color employ more aggressive place-based
marketing strategies, such as exterior advertising, than their
counterparts in high-income, majority White neighborhoods
[24].

Community-centered research suggests that despite public
health concerns over target marketing of unhealthy foods and
beverages, youth of color often have more nuanced relation-
ships with food marketers. Focus groups with African Amer-
ican youth and adults indicate that some respondents are
highly critical of using cultural cues to target their community,
while others see targeting as normal business practices and
praise special products or the use of popular celebrities [16]. A
qualitative study examining caregiver’s perceptions of
African-American children’s food environments revealed
widespread awareness of food marketing as supporting un-
healthy eating, but also loyalty to companies that sponsored
local events, contributing to conflicting views about the over-
all impact of food companies’ impact in African American
communities [25].

Prominent Forms of Food and Beverage Marketing
Targeting Youth

The food and beverage industry uses several prominent forms
of marketing to target young people, including television,
digital media, product packaging, school and neighborhood
environments, and neural techniques.

Television

Though food and beverage industry spending on television
expenditures has declined [11], television remains the primary
tool for marketing to youth: in 2009, television accounted for
more than one-third of all food and beverage advertising
expenditures [4]. As of 2011, the average child aged 2-11
saw nearly 13 food and beverage ads per day [26], while teens
saw an average of 16 per day [26].

Cumulatively, children are on average exposed to more
than 900 calories per day from television [27], primarily from
promotions for unhealthy items [19, 28]. In 2008, for exam-
ple, children saw four times as many ads for high sugar cereals
as did adults [29]. Despite the introduction of industry self-
regulatory pledges, fast-food advertising to children on tele-
vision actually increased by more than 20 percent from 2003
to 2009 [28]; similarly, between 2008 and 2010, children’s
exposure to television commercials doubled for non-diet soda
[19]. Sugary drinks accounted for 70 % of the brand appear-
ances children identified during popular prime-time program-
ming [30].

Televised food ads that children see employ a series of
persuasive techniques, most commonly including premium
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offers (toy giveaways), appearances by promotional charac-
ters, health and nutrition claims, and appeals to taste and fun
[31]. These techniques are frequently used together: licensed
or trademarked promotional characters appear in nearly three
out of four child-targeted food ads, and the majority of those
include health or nutrition messages, despite the fact that most
of the foods advertised are of poor nutritional quality [32].
Indeed, the majority of commercials for unhealthy foods
feature health-related messages [29, 32, 33] while most com-
mercials featuring physically fit professional athletes promote
energy dense, nutrient-poor foods [34].

Beyond commercials, the majority of food and beverage
product placements on youth-oriented or “tween” program-
ming (that is, foods that are eaten, discussed, appear in the
background or as part of a plotline, etc.) do not conform to
independent nutrition recommendations [35]. Experimental
research suggests that children, especially older children, are
vulnerable to placements for unhealthy products promoted on
television [36].

A substantial body of research highlights limitations of the
food and beverage industry’s self-regulatory policies
governing television through the Children’s Food and Bever-
age Advertising Initiative (CFBAI). According to CFBAI
guidelines, television shows are child-directed if the audience
base comprises more than 35 % children aged 12 and under —
a definition that excludes slightly more than half of all food
and beverage ads seen by children [37]. When compared to
commercials seen by adults, fast-food ads promoting chil-
dren’s meals emphasize toy premiums and movie tie-ins with
substantially reduced promotion of food items, practices that
contravene self-regulatory pledges made in the CFBAI which
promise to highlight food products instead of toy premiums in
advertising directed to children [38]. Experimental evidence
indicates that while food marketers such as fast-food compa-
nies have changed their advertising to promote healthier op-
tions such as apple slices instead of French fries, children
mistake the apples for fries, suggesting that even fast-food
ads compliant with self-regulation can deceive children [39].
Overall, advertisements from CFBAI member companies pro-
mote fewer healthy products than ads from non-member com-
panies [40]: according to one study, almost all ads by CFBAI
member companies that appeared on children’s programming
were for products high in calories, saturated and trans fats,
sodium or total sugars [40]. Though there is increasing evi-
dence that teens who are especially receptive to food adver-
tising may be at higher risk for obesity [41, 42], the CFBAI
does not govern marketing to children 12 years and older.

Digital Food and Beverage Marketing to Youth
Food and beverage marketers increasingly use digital media to

engage young people and integrate brands into their online
identities [43]; between 2006 and 2009, industry spending on

digital marketing to youth rose more than 50 % [11]. Mobile
marketing is a key venue for food and beverage marketing to
youth, as 95 % of adolescents are online, and 37 % report
owning a smart phone; 93 % of 12-13 year-old are online, and
71 % report having mobile access to the Internet [44]. As early
adopters and the heaviest users of digital media devices, youth
of color are particularly vulnerable to digital marketing expo-
sures [15, 45, 46].

Food marketers maintain a dominant presence on the dig-
ital channels popular with youth such as smartphone applica-
tions, text messaging, and banner ads on mobile websites to
engage youth [47]. On Facebook, a key marketing channel to
reach youth, unhealthy food and beverage brands make up
five of the top ten most popular on the influential social
network [48]. Such social media activity is an important
predictor of real-world behavior: Coca-Cola has more than
30 million Facebook “fans,” for example, who are twice as
likely to drink and ten times more likely to buy Coca-Cola
products than consumers who are not declared fans [49].
McDonald’s web-based marketing targets children as young
as 2 years old [50].

Food and soft drink companies use sophisticated tech-
niques to embed marketing content into immersive online
experiences to target children and adolescents that are de-
signed to tap into youths’ subconscious processes that com-
promise rational decision-making [46]. Scholars have also
indicated that these practices may be “inherently deceptive”
and violate children’s privacy protections, because such strat-
egies intend to reach youth in part by bypassing their cognitive
defenses [46, 51-53].

Digital food marketing is a pervasive and highly successful
practice, especially when it involves branded game play
through “advergames.” In 2009, more than 2 million youth
visited food and beverage websites with advergames on aver-
age every month, spending 88 % longer on these sites than on
websites that did not [47]. Advergames promoting unhealthy
foods embed branded games into playful environments that
build positive brand associations for youth without appearing
to be advertising [47, 54]. Sugary cereal advergames, for
instance, teach children that “the most nutritionally poor food
items are the most valuable,” and that consuming them will
not affect their health [55].

Multiple studies have found that CFBAI-participating
companies successfully use advergames to target children
with foods that fail CFBAI and independent nutritional criteria
[47, 56, 57]. An analysis of CFBAl-participating companies’
digital marketing found that one-half of the websites with
substantial audiences of children included advergames featur-
ing foods that violated the companies’ own nutritional criteria
for marketing directed to children; among these advergames,
candy was the most-frequently promoted food category [47].
Of food advergames popular with children, nearly 80 % are
sponsored by CFBAI-participating companies [56]. Eighty-
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eight percent of these games do not include age limitations,
and compared to advergames not popular with children, these
games included higher levels of brand integration and pro-
moted unhealthier foods; games with greater brand presence
were also more likely to be popular with children [56]. Cross-
national data indicate that because of relatively lax protec-
tions, when compared to European countries such as France,
U.S. digital marketing to children emphasizes unhealthy fea-
tures such as brands, games, and rewards instead of nutrition
and health [58].

A growing body of work extends core findings about the
effects of television food advertising on children [5] to exam-
ine the efficacy of digital techniques. Experimental studies
have diverged on whether the placement of unhealthy prod-
ucts in branded advergames influences children to consume
more unhealthy foods than when children are exposed to
advergames with healthful foods [47, 59]. A randomized trial
found children playing games featuring energy-dense snacks
or fruit ate increased levels of food after gaming compared to
children exposed to the control condition, suggesting that
even games promoting healthy foods can encourage unhealthy
eating behaviors [59].

Research on the effects of advergames consistently shows
that fewer children are aware of the advertising in advergames
than on television [54, 60—62], and higher levels of children
reporting positive views toward advertising in social games
[60, 61]. Experimental research shows that the “underlying
mechanism of the persuasion process” differs for traditional
and digital marketing, and that a critical attitude toward mar-
keting, rather than cognizance of it, is a superior defense
against the persuasive impact of advergames; this indicates
that children may be vulnerable until older than previously
suggested by studies using television, when such a critical
attitude can develop [60, 61]. The social aspect of online
gaming is also salient because the susceptibility to peer pres-
sure is a key influence on children’s desire for the brands
promoted [60].

Marketing to Youth with Product Packaging

Marketing through product packaging may include a variety
of techniques like celebrity endorsements; the use of licensed
media characters or company-owned spokescharacters; or
marketing messages that evoke the product’s taste, conve-
nience, nutritional value, or other attributes [63]. These tech-
niques are effective in helping marketers appeal to both chil-
dren and their parents: for example, research indicates that
when young children see cereal boxes branded with media
characters, their preference for the cereal inside increases [64].
Parents report that they are more willing to buy their children
cereals that feature health and nutrition claims [65], though
such on-package nutrition claims have been found to create a
“backlash effect” on children, leading them to choose less
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healthy products under experimental conditions [66]. Despite
the effectiveness of on-package marketing techniques, CFBAI
does not apply to product packaging at all, unless the packag-
ing is itself featured in ads that directly target children under
age 12 [67].

Observational surveys have found that companies regularly
use on-package marketing techniques to reach children. A
study of retail stores in Illinois found that at many of the most
popular stores for families, child-targeted packaging tech-
niques appeared on the majority of products across all food
categories, and were used most frequently on the packaging of
unhealthy items [63]. Similarly, a Connecticut study found
that marketers target children for the purchase of unhealthy
foods by incorporating references to popular athletes, sports
teams, and physical activity into the packaging of many foods
and beverages that do not meet nutritional standards [34].
Marketers may also combine on-package marketing tactics
to maximize their products’ appeal to children: cereals brand-
ed with child-targeted spokescharacters, for example, have
been found to be strategically positioned in stores to maximize
the characters’ eye contact with children, building their trust in
and connection to the brand by 16-28 % [68].

Food packaging that supports point-of-sale marketing pro-
motions is not covered by CFBAI [4]. Some efforts have been
made on a local level to improve the nutrition standards of the
children’s meals offered at fast-food restaurants that include
toy giveaways, and there is evidence that at a population level,
these policies could help avert weight gain among children
[69]. However, preliminary studies of counties that have im-
plemented such policies indicate that they have produced only
minimal improvements in the nutritional quality of children’s
meals offered [70].

Food and Beverage Marketing to Youth in Schools

Food and beverage marketing in elementary and secondary
schools is widespread [71]. Much of this research has exam-
ined whether school food environments are in compliance
with national requirements [72—74], notably The Healthy,
Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, which directed the USDA to
align the nutrition standards for all foods and beverages sold in
schools with current dietary guidelines.

A national analysis examining whether school district’s
policies on competitive foods conformed to the 2010 USDA
Dietary Guidelines for Americans found that less than 5 % of
school district’s policies were in compliance, suggesting little
implementation of this requirement of the Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act of 2010 [72]. A national survey of elementary
schools for the 2009-2010 school year found that 60 % of
public elementary students were able to purchase beverages
outside the school lunch program, a significant increase from
2006-2007 [74]. Over the same period, a separate analysis of
the Institute of Medicine (IOM)’s recommendation that
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elementary students only have access to healthful beverages
(1 % milk, 100 % juice, and water) increased from 10 % to
19 % [74]. Across the country, 10 % of elementary school
students and almost one third of high school students have
access to fast food at least once a week during school lunch
[75].

In addition, while federal law mandated public elementary
schools to create wellness policies that included criteria for
competitive foods and beverages by the 2006 school year,
only 55 % of elementary schools had such policies for the
2009-2010 school year [76]. A nutritional survey analyzing
vending machines in secondary schools in the St. Paul-
Minneapolis area found that more than 95 % of foods offered
failed IOM criteria for foods sold outside of meal programs
[73]. To address concerns about the impact of creating well-
ness policies with nutritional criteria on competitive foods that
meet the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, a national
projection estimated that such policies would improve the
health status of students — especially among those popula-
tions suffering from the greatest exposure to unhealthy food
and beverage marketing; at the same time, any revenue de-
cline schools experience would be offset by increased reim-
bursements from greater meal program participation [77].

In addition, research indicates that students in low-income
schools are more likely to be exposed to various forms of food
and beverage marketing than students attending high-income
schools [71], and are also more likely to be exposed to
unhealthy food and food marketing in businesses close to their
schools [78]. A study mapping fast food locations and Boston-
area schools, for example, found that schools in low-income
neighborhoods were closer to fast food restaurants and con-
venience stores, disproportionately exposing children attend-
ing those schools to unhealthy eating options [78].

Outdoor Food and Beverage Advertising Targeting Youth

Youth are also exposed to significant marketing where they
live, including the food outlets and outdoor advertising in their
communities. As of 2009, major food and beverage compa-
nies spent $113 million on in-store and product packaging
marketing [11], and more than $75 million on outdoor adver-
tising in 2006 [79].

A growing body of research has found that because food
marketing is frequently found in neighborhoods surrounding
schools [80], “youth may be exposed to a disproportionate
amount of outdoor food and beverage advertising, especially
for unhealthy products” [80]. Survey results found that almost
70 percent of stores in Los Angeles County had outdoor
advertising promoting unhealthy products while only 12 per-
cent of stores displayed exterior advertising for healthy prod-
ucts such as fresh fruits or vegetables; many stores are within
1000 feet of schools and are frequented by youth before or
after school [81]. Pilot data collected near four middle schools

in Austin, TX, found 563 advertisements in the surrounding
area, the majority (56 %) of which were on nearby conve-
nience stores or gas stations [80].

The connections between place-based marketing and
health outcomes are complex. Much of the research on
place-based marketing has focused on differences in exposure
across communities based on differences in socioeconomic
and racial characteristics. Low-income communities of color
are less likely to have grocery stores [82], and low-income
neighborhoods tend to have a higher density of fast food
outlets offering unhealthy options [23, 78]. Within neighbor-
hoods, the lowest-income residents tend to live closer to fast
food outlets [83]. Some studies have found that proximity to
unhealthy food outlets such as fast food restaurants is associ-
ated with unhealthy eating patterns among low-income Afti-
can American children [84] and teens [85], and higher body
mass index (BMI) among adults [83]. Others have found that
the overall economic health and retail variety of the neighbor-
hood, rather than the presence or absence of fast food outlets,
may have the greatest impact on supporting or harming chil-
dren’s and teen’s health [86, 87].

Youth’s Neural Responses to Food and Beverage Marketing

A growing body of research highlights the powerful effects of
food and beverage marketing on children by measuring neural
responses using sophisticated brain scanning technologies
such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). A
study of 17 children compared responses to food versus other
corporate logos. When exposed to food logos, children’s
brains experienced significant activation in areas known to
control reward responses and brand recognition, suggesting
food logos are especially “emotionally salient” for children
[88]. Further research examined adolescents’ response to food
and non-food control commercials, instead of logos, with
similar findings of mental activation as well as heightened
recall, indicating the power of food messages [89]. A study of
27 adolescents found that regular Coca-Cola drinkers exhib-
ited lower inhibition when anticipating consuming Coca-Co-
la, and greater stimulation when exposed to the Coke logo,
indicating a potential neurological basis “to perpetuate habit-
ual consumption” [90].

There is some disagreement on whether overweight youth
exhibit particular vulnerabilities to food marketing. A com-
parative analysis of ten healthy weight and ten obese chil-
dren’s neural responsivity found that obese children exhibited
significantly less response to food logos in brain regions
known to regulate cognitive control, and somewhat greater
response in reward regions [91]. A study of 30 adolescents
found that lean adolescents displayed the greatest impulse
control reaction to food commercials combined with messages
about the difficulty of weight control, however, suggesting
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that all teens may be vulnerable to food marketing messages
[89].

Implications for Addressing Unhealthy Food
and Beverage Marketing to Youth

This review suggests several implications for protecting chil-
dren from environments that promote unhealthy foods and
beverages, including evaluations of existing policies, im-
provements to policies that protect youth from marketing,
and areas for future research.

Evaluating Policy Efforts to Address Food and Beverage
Marketing to Youth

Nationally, the primary policy response to unhealthy food and
beverage marketing targeting youth has been industry self-
regulation. While the industry continues to improve its self-
regulatory programs [92-94], significant loopholes and gaps
remain. A comprehensive review of all industry actions to
meet the IOM’s recommended actions established in 2006 to
address unhealthy food marketing to youth, found that the
private sector has achieved only “limited” to “moderate”
advancement [1]. For example, in 2010, three out of four
children’s cereals — a key product category marketed to
children — failed to meet the voluntary nutritional criteria
suggested as healthy for marketing to youth by the Interagen-
cy Working Group on Food Marketed to Children (IWG) [95].
In July 2011, the CFBAI announced uniform nutrition criteria
within product categories that conform to the 2010 USDA
Dietary Guidelines for Americans, with member companies
pledging to stop advertising products that do not meet the
uniform criteria as of January 1, 2014 [92]. As of this writing,
those standards have not been in effect long enough to assess.

During the same period, food and beverage industry lob-
byists sought to halt the release of comprehensive voluntary
marketing guidelines to improve the nutritional quality of food
and beverage products marketed to American children and
adolescents. The guidelines were developed at the request of
Congress by the IWG, comprised of agency representatives
from the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), USDA, Food and
Drug Administration (FDA), and Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC). Amidst $37 million in industry lob-
bying [96], the FTC initially recommended that the draft IWG
principles exclude a variety of food activities that target youth,
and that the principles apply only to children under age 12
instead of 17 [97]. In December 2011, Congress required a
cost-benefit analysis of the proposed voluntary guidelines
[98], effectively halting the IWG process without additional
appropriations to fund the analysis.
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Evaluations of interventions by local authorities to improve
food and beverage marketing to children have shown varied
results. An assessment of the Santa Clara County, CA, ordi-
nance that required children’s meals at fast-food chain restau-
rants including toy premiums to meet nutritional criteria found
that while the policy did not improve the nutritional quality of
children’s meals at these locations, the franchises had im-
proved their marketing practices to promote healthier offer-
ings as stipulated by the policy [99]. An evaluation of Boston
public schools’ limitation on sugary beverages found that the
policy substantially reduced the average daily sugary bever-
age consumption among high school students from 1.71 to
1.38 [100]. A nationally-representative survey of middle
schools, however, found that policies to prevent the sale of
some or all sugary beverages successfully reduced students’
in-school access to these unhealthy products, but was not
associated with significantly different overall intake of sugary
beverages [101].

Improving Policies to Protect Youth from Marketing

Public schools are a logical place to protect children from food
and beverage marketing. Because schools are vested with the
legal responsibility of “in loco parentis” to protect and care for
children, they are subject to lower thresholds to governmental
interventions on commercial speech, and are ideal institutions
to implement restrictions on marketing practices for unhealthy
foods [102]. USDA’s proposed rule for local school wellness
policies to restrict marketing to foods and beverages that meet
the Smart Snacks in Schools nutrition standards [103] is an
important opportunity to bring protections to children from
marketing in schools.

Policies and self-regulatory strategies based on research
using television commercials must be adjusted to take account
of the unique persuasion mechanism of interactive digital
marketing techniques to protect against children’s particular
vulnerabilities to these advertising forms [62, 104]. Currently,
regulations are based on a model from television research in
which children develop cognitive awareness of advertising’s
persuasive intent by approximately age 12. This is not a
sufficient model for protection against digital marketing,
which requires the viewer to form a critical attitude toward
marketing that typically occurs in a later developmental stage
[41].

Aligning the currently large number of nutritional guide-
lines (USDA [105], FDA [106], IOM [107]) into a standard-
ized system, such as proposed through the IWG, would better
inform the public about the healthfulness of foods marketed to
children and offer researchers a single metric with which to
evaluate industry progress [57]. Policies could then conform
around that single standard, making it easier for food and
beverage companies to know what was expected and comply.
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The science identifying sugar — often found in large
quantities in products marketed to youth — as addictive has
important policy implications. Addictiveness is traditionally
associated with the intoxication and overdose of substances
not essential for human life; sugar addiction relies on the
inability to exert control over consumption when facing neg-
ative consequences. As this science matures, it will suggest
legal and regulatory approaches to address the health conse-
quences of sugar addiction [108].

Areas for Further Research

Because food and beverage marketing to youth includes a
dynamic landscape of industry players and practices, as well
as an evolving set of public health policy interventions, there
are a variety of important avenues for further research. These
include the targeting of key populations, the power of digital
and other “stealth” forms of marketing, monitoring industry
self-regulatory programs, brain development studies to assess
how youth are affected by marketing, and legal research on
opportunities for public policy approaches to protect children
and youth from the harmful effects of food and beverage
marketing.

Key Populations

More research is needed to assess the effects of food and
beverage marketing targeting youth from low income and
communities of color to health outcomes [109]. Most analyses
of marketing to youth of color focus on Latino and African
American populations, while additional focus is needed on
Asian and Pacific Islander, Native American, and other youth
populations targeted by marketers [14]. Many young people
from these communities also struggle with low incomes,
making them particularly vulnerable to unhealthy food mar-
keting, and further research should explore these intersections
and their implications.

“Stealth” and Digital Marketing

As youth appear to be more vulnerable to “stealth” [110]
forms of digital marketing than television, research could
identify the extent of children’s susceptibility, and specify
which digital marketing techniques may be of primary con-
cern to inform potential regulatory protections [111, 112]. This
research can further determine the age at which children are
aware of and display critical attitudes toward digital market-
ing, and what types of interventions to protect against digital
persuasion will be most effective [62].

Research into food and beverage marketing targeting youth
must similarly assess it as an integrated marketing communi-
cations approach, simultaneously analyzing the entire “syner-
gistic communications-whole” [113]. This goes beyond the

singular channels and overt forms of marketing such as tele-
vision commercials to include subtler, subversive forms such
as digital product placement and brands as content creators
(Mountain Dew’s “Dewmocracy” campaign crafted entire
digital programs instead of traditional stand-alone ads) [114].

Child, Adolescent, and Adult Susceptibility to Marketing

Research must continue to establish the susceptibility of ado-
lescents, and even adults, to the marketing of foods and
beverages. Experimental research which finds that exposure
to food advertising as children affects preferences even into
adulthood [115] suggests questions about the traditional de-
velopmental paradigm that children are only susceptible to
marketing until they develop sufficient cognitive defenses [5].
New research should confirm and elaborate these findings,
including the efficacy of the prevailing policy regime [92] of
protecting only children less than 12 years old [41]. Research
employing neuroimaging techniques such as fMRI would
inform great promise for policy because they make visible
children’s vulnerability to food marketing messages. In par-
ticular, these studies help make the case for policies to protect
all children, not only those already suffering health conse-
quences from unhealthy food marketing, from the threats
posed by marketing for unhealthy products [116].

Industry Self-regulation Monitoring and Evaluation

As the food industry is the primary influence on food envi-
ronments affecting children, there is an ongoing need to
monitor and evaluate the implementation and effectiveness
of industry self-regulatory pledges [117]. Ideally, this moni-
toring would create international accountability benchmarks
by combining publically available information on food com-
pany marketing activities, nutritional profiles of the products
marketed, and information on other relevant commercial prac-
tices, such as lobbying activity [118]. Because high-profile
industry-sponsored research praises the results of self-
regulatory initiatives while independently-funded research
contradicts these results, public health scholars must execute
high-quality, timely, and innovative research that is well pro-
moted, including through news coverage, to effectively in-
form the public and policymakers [119]. For example, there is
an immediate need to examine implementation of the USDA’s
“Smart Snack” rules for so-called competitive foods (foods
sold outside of breakfast and lunch meal programs) that will
come into effect for the 2014-2015 school year.

Legal Research
Scholarship should continue to address concerns over whether

the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution protecting the
freedom of speech permits government regulation of
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unhealthy marketing to youth as commercial speech. Govern-
ment regulation of food marketing to youth may survive such
a challenge because youth lack the cognitive development to
defend themselves against marketing, categorizing these mes-
sages as “inherently misleading” [52]. Contemporary charac-
teristics of child-targeted food marketing that relies on emo-
tional rather than rational appeals to young people may be
misleading and thus may not warrant the protections afforded
by the “commercial speech doctrine” [120]. This may be
especially true of digital techniques that exploit youth’s vul-
nerabilities to identify and protect themselves against
marketing.

Conclusion

This review confirms previous analyses that have found mar-
keting for unhealthy products dominates children and youth’s
food environments. The ubiquity of these messages makes
such marketing appear unremarkable, influencing social
norms and behaviors of impressionable young people already
at unprecedented risk of obesity-related chronic diseases. In
2006, the Institute of Medicine recommended that the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services monitor progress
made in improving food marketing to children and “Within
2 years, the Secretary should report to Congress on the prog-
ress and additional actions necessary to accelerate progress”
[5]. Nearly a decade after that landmark report—far beyond
the IOM’s original deadline—tresearch continues to document
the billions of dollars of unhealthy food marketing saturating
children’s environments. It is time for stronger efforts from
lawmakers to hold companies accountable for recruiting chil-
dren to be their present and future customers of foods that put
their health at risk.
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