
Stop Targeting Kids – Why and how we must control marketing of junk food 
and drinks to children 

 
Introduction 
Childhood obesity is a complex problem with a range of causes. Society needs to take a long-term 
and multi faceted approach if we are to tackle the problem effectively. Policies such as encouraging 
children to exercise more, using the proceeds of a sugar sweetened drinks tax to fund areas such as 
family food initiatives and ensuring clear food labelling can play a part in improving children’s health. 
Another crucial area of action is to reduce the impact of food and non alcoholic drinks that are high 
in fat, sugar and salt (HFSS) on obesity rates. 
 
Marketing and child obesity – the causal link 
There is overwhelming evidence that the marketing of HFSS products plays a causal role in childhood 
obesity. The seminal Hastings Review in 2003i demonstrated that food promotion affects preferences 
not only at brand level (eg persuading people to choose one burger restaurant over another), but 
also at category level (eg persuading people to eat more burgers instead of fruit).  In response to the 
weight of evidence, the World Health Organisation (WHO)ii stated that ‘the promotion of potentially 
unhealthy food and beverage products is now widely recognised in Europe as a significant risk factor 
for child obesity and for the development of diet-related non-communicable diseases’. 
 
Health impact 
Junk food companies target children relentlessly and bombard them with clever and effective  
marketing messages across many forms of media, that manipulate their food choices by creating an 
advertised diet that is very different than the diet recommended to maintain good health. The foods 
most commonly marketed to children on television and online are often known as the Big Five – 
sugary breakfast cereals, soft drinks, sweets, savoury snacks and fast food. These foods are marketed 
as everyday products when their high fat sugar and salt content mean they are treats that in a 
healthy diet can only be consumed rarely and in small quantities.  
 
It’s important that children develop healthy eating habits they can carry with them into adulthood. 
But constant exposure to marketing of unhealthy snacks and foods has changed the reality of what 
constitutes a normal diet. This shift in the balance of children’s diets is damaging their health, often 
with lifelong consequencesiii. 
 
One in four primary school children in Ireland are obese or overweightiv. In the short-term a poor diet 
can affect a child's behaviour, concentration, learning ability and mood, as well as causing problems 
with bone health, breathing difficulties and insulin resistance. Obesity contributes to high blood 
pressure and high cholesterol.  
 
Worryingly, 8 per cent of 8-10 year olds who took part in the Cork Children’s Lifestyle Studyv were 
recorded as having high blood pressure, the single biggest risk factor for heart disease and stroke. 
The findings of the Bogalusa Heart Studyvi showed that three quarters of obese children remain 
obese as adults and are therefore at much greater risk of an adult life dominated by chronic disease 
and then of premature death. 
 
Marketing regulations to children in Ireland 
The need to protect under-18s from HFSS marketing is already reflected through regulation of 
broadcast media. Partial regulation of HFSS marketing was introduced by the Broadcasting Authority 
of Ireland in 2013 in the wake of widespread public and political concern over the intensity and 
impact of television advertisements for unhealthy food and drinks directed at children. 
 



The Children’s Commercial Communications Codevii bans advertising of HFSS products on television 
up to 6pm where 50% of the audience is made up of under-18s. However, various weaknesses exist 
in the Code:  

o Restrictions on unhealthy food and beverage advertising apply up to 6pm only where 50% of 
the audience is made up of under-18s.  

o The Code doesn’t take into account televised sports events popular with children where 
adults make up the majority of the audience, or later family programmes, including music 
talent shows like the Voice of Ireland and the daily diet of soap operas on Irish and UK 
channels.  

o Brands that sell primarily unhealthy foods can evade the ban by advertising with healthier 
items (e.g., McDonald’s advertising Happy Meals with carrot sticks).  

 
Perhaps then it’s unsurprising that 2016 researchviii concluded that children in Ireland still watch an 
average of more than 1,000 ads for unhealthy food and drinks annually on television alone. 
 
Meanwhile digital marketing is not subject to statutory regulation, despite strong evidence, including 
from the Irish Heart Foundation’s (IHF) groundbreaking research, Who’s Feeding the Kids Onlineix, 
that online marketing, particularly on social media, is far more personalised and effective than TV ads 
and therefore potentially more damaging. Instead, digital marketing comes under a weak voluntary 
code governed by the Advertising Standards Authority of Ireland which only investigates complaints 
about potential breaches after the ad in question has been seen by the public.  
 
HFSS sector role 
Given Ireland’s high child obesity rates and the established role of HFSS marketing in these, we have 
argued for statutory regulation to ensure that children are properly protected. We believe the 
actions of HFSS producers show we cannot rely on their self regulation. 
 
They have opposed evidence based measures such as sugar sweetened drinks tax and traffic light 
labelling of food products. Rather than accepting the role their products play in our obesity problem 
when the broadcast regulations were introduced four years ago, many large companies have tried to 
circumvent these, in addition to enthusiastically embracing a wholly more effective way to 
manipulate young people’s food choices online. 
 
This is only to be expected. The legitimate role of executives in the multinational processed food 
industry is to maximise shareholder wealth. Anything else may represent failure. These companies do 
not have a health remit. And it’s clear that maximising profit goes hand in hand with selling as much 
product as they can, which in turn encourages children and indeed adults to overconsume. 
 
Voluntary codes 
To expect HFSS companies to self-regulate or to implement health promoting measures beyond the 
bare minimum of what they can get away with ignores this reality. The WHO says that under 
voluntary codes there is no onus to abide by commitments and anyway these can be changed or 
abandoned without notice. Often, commitments are also inconsistent between different companies. 
For example, some company policies only apply to children under-6x. 
 
In addition there is no evidence that voluntary codes impact on companies’ behaviour. Good 
companies continue to do good things while bad companies continue doing bad things, and no one 
can stop them. This puts companies trying to do the right thing at a competitive disadvantage with 
those that are not, which is unsustainable as well as unfair. The only way to remedy this is through 
the legal level playing field of statutory regulation. It is not appropriate for the food industry to set 
the terms of what they would agree to. Matters affecting public health should be led by Government,   



with industry coming to the table only once the top-line priorities, rules and actions have been set. 
  
Digital marketing 
Three quarters of Irish 9-16 year-olds access the Internet daily. Just under 40% of 11-12 year olds also 
have a social networking profile despite the age restriction of 13 for most social networks. The 
percentage rises steeply with age with 90% of all 15-16 year-olds in Ireland having a social 
networking profilexi. European research found that 7–16-year-olds reported spending an average of 
three hours online daily, while those aged 15–16 years reported nearly five hours daily. 
 
Digital marketing covers social networking sites, text messages, advergames and websites with user 
generated content such as videos and photos. This gives junk food marketers a proximity to children 
they have never had before in the phones in children’s pockets, tablets and ipads. Marketers call this 
the ‘brand in the hand’ because they can directly deliver individually targeted messages to children. 
 
The IHF researchxii found that digital platforms like Facebook use specialised analytics to extract huge 
amounts of personal information for marketers about individual children: who they are, where they 
live, where they go, what they do, what they like, what their hobbies are and what their friends tag 
them with. Armed with this information, marketers use the 3Es - powerful engagement, emotional 
and entertainment based tactics to connect with children on a one-to-one basis. This involves placing 
a strong emphasis on fun and humour, on special days, links to entertainment, festivals, sports and 
other events. They also regularly feature sports stars and celebrities popular with children. 
 
The effect is to associate positive emotions and excitement with their brands that get them on to 
children’s news feeds, so they interact just like they’re real friends. The brands become part of 
children’s social lives and they even get children to act as marketers for them by tagging their friends 
in to ads, and posting messages and pictures of themselves. 
 
Parents’ views 
An online survey of parents of 13-14 year olds conducted as part of the research showed that 
although parents had generally positive attitudes to marketing, and were initially indifferent to the 
idea of food and beverage marketing to children online, their views shifted once the were shown 
examples of such marketing. Ultimately, three-quarters of the parents were strongly against digital 
marketing of unhealthy products to their children, using terms to describe the tactics such as 
immoral, dishonest and exploitative.  
 
Parents were particularly hostile to two types of digital media marketing tactics. They reacted 
negatively to brands in social media that encouraged children to tag their friends or share brand 
posts with their networks. Parents were also hostile to sports stars and other celebrities promoting 
unhealthy products. They felt role models for young people were unlikely to use these products 
frequently themselves and so this advertising was misleading. These included and advertisement by 
Irish rugby star Sean O’Brien for Supermacs burgers and singer Rita Ora’s promotion of Coca Cola. 
 
In referencing this research in its 2016 report Tackling food marketing to children in a digital worldxiii, 
the WHO stated that studies of parental attitudes to online marketing in the US, UK and Australia 
yielded similar results. Most parents currently focus on the serious, but rare Internet harm, of 
“stranger danger”, or online grooming, but lack awareness of the much more widespread form of 
online risk or harm to which unhealthy food and drink marketing exposes their children. 
 
Parents’ lack of awareness of their children’s online HFSS marketing exposure raises the broader 
question of their ability to know about their children’s media activities and exposure, particularly on 
mobile devices. Public health researchers also lack information on children’s online activities, as well 



as their exposure to HFSS, whilst digital platforms, marketers and large food companies have 
extensive knowledge in this area which they do not share. 
 
World Health Organisation 
In its 2016 study the WHOxiv says there is unequivocal evidence that childhood obesity is influenced 
by marketing of unhealthy food and beverages and that Governments should devise ways to “ensure 
that children participate in the digital world without being targeted by marketers with immersive, 
engaging, entertaining marketing that has been demonstrated to be injurious to their health”.  
 
To achieve this goal, the report identifies eight key components for effective policies. Governments 
should (i) acknowledge their duty to protect children from HFSS digital marketing with statutory 
regulation; (ii) extend existing offline protection online. Rather than leaving commercial interests to 
define the parameters of marketing to children, governments should; (iii) define “marketing directed 
at children” as well as (iv) the legal age at which marketing to children could be permitted.  
 
The report also notes that governments can (v) draw on existing legislation, regulation and regulatory 
agencies in framing protection for children and proposes that governments (vi) draw on existing 
practices for regulating Internet content and compel private Internet platforms to remove marketing 
of HFSS foods. Finally, to ensure that strategies to regulate marketing in the digital landscape are 
effective, the report notes that international legislation now recognises the need for (vii) serious 
sanctions, including monetary penalties, and (viii) international cross-border strategies. 
 
The WHO says that successful efforts to enforce copyright protection, protect individual privacy or 
remove hate speech and abusive material online suggests that an effective method of restricting  
digital marketing to children would be to require Internet content providers and platforms to 
regulate the distribution and accessibility of HFSS content online. 
 
It argues that meaningful sanctions should be introduced for non-compliance and should apply both 
to content creators in the HFSS and marketing sectors and digital platforms such as Facebook, 
YouTube, Instagram that are content. The WHO says ‘naming and shaming’ approaches often don’t 
suffice and high monetary penalties are required. It references EU data protection regulations that 
allow for a tiered approach to penalties of up to 4% of a company’s annual worldwide turnover. 
 
Recommendations 
Based on the evidence, the IHF is calling for a comprehensive statutory system of regulation for 
online HFSS marketing to children. There are legal precedents for this in the way legislation in Ireland 
controls tobacco marketing in all mediums, including online. Specifically, we are recommending: 
 

1. Social media platforms, such as Facebook, could take action immediately to stop marketing 
unhealthy food to children in line with Ireland's existing broadcast media regulations. If they 
refuse, existing statutory regulation for broadcast media should be extended to all digital 
media. By changing their advert settings, social media platforms could immediately stop the 
targeting of unhealthy food ads to under-18s.  
 

2. Loopholes should be closed in existing TV regulations, particularly increasing the timing of 
the advert ban up to the 9pm watershed.  

 
3. The advertising industry’s ban on heroes and heroines of young people promoting alcohol 

should be extended to all food and beverages that are high in fat, salt, or sugar. 
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