
Food marketing follows youth everywhere and near-
ly all of it promotes unhealthy foods. We expect 
children to be exposed to tV commercials, com-

pany websites, and radio ads; however, food marketing is 
also part of the childhood landscape on billboards, school 
scoreboards, vending machines, packaging and promo-
tions on store shelves, and restaurant signage.1–5 today, 
food companies also visit youth on their cell phones, 
through “word of mouth” on social media like Facebook 
and twitter, and hide out as product placements in video 
games, television shows, and movies.1,5,6 in the past, if 
parents limited television time and kept the tV set out of 
their child’s bedroom, they might be able to prevent their 
child from seeing the average 13 ads per day viewed, but 
that is no longer enough.7 every year, parents are under-
mined by $1.6 billion dollars of marketing designed to 
circumvent their influence and convince their children to 
consume products like fruit drinks, soda, fast food, and 
sugary breakfast cereals.8 exposure to food marketing 
not only increases children’s preferences and requests to 
parents for advertised foods in the short term, but it also 
leads to increased intake and poor diet over time.1,5,9,10

Parents may be most surprised by how much food 
marketing occurs in schools. in 2006, $186 million of 
food industry expenditures aimed at youth occurred in 
schools.8 Although there has been some national progress 
in removing sugary drinks from schools due to a combi-
nation of strong state legislation that removes unhealthy 
beverages and self-regulation by the American beverage 
Association,11,12 food companies have not abandoned the 
captive student audience and the opportunity to be viewed 
as supportive of education. Food and beverage brands 
still appear on corporate sponsored curricula, vending 
machines, scoreboards, school buses, in-school televi-
sions and computers, fundraising materials, and academic 
incentive programs.5,13,14

A range of stakeholders and strategies are needed to 
reduce the harm caused by child-directed food market-
ing. the 2006 institute of Medicine (iOM) report on food 
marketing to children provided clear advice for govern-
ment, schools, researchers, and parents, as well as food 
and beverage companies, restaurants, media and enter-
tainment companies, industry trade groups, and those who 
set marketing practice standards.5 two recent papers by 
Kraak and colleagues found that in the 5 years following 
the iOM report, only moderate-to-limited progress has 
been made in most domains, with virtually no progress 
in establishing government oversight of industry prac-
tices.15,16 interestingly, one group that has made moderate 
progress is the food industry itself.

Action by the Food Industry 
in 2006, the better business bureau created the Chil-

dren’s Food and beverage Advertising initiative (CFbAi) 
to lead the food industry in self-regulation. since its cre-
ation, the CFbAi has made progress in both the number 
of companies who participate and the strength of the 
pledges to limit marketing of unhealthy foods to chil-
dren under 12 years old. Notably, the original strategy 
of allowing each company to define its own “better for 
you” standards will be replaced by 2014 with a uniform 
set of nutrition criteria. similarly, CFbAi members have 
strengthened the criteria used to define “child-directed 
marketing” so that it includes traditional, digital, and 
social media, as well as product placement in movies pri-
marily directed to children under 12.17

Despite these positive developments, there are still 
serious and significant limitations to the CFbAi stan-
dards. Definitions of child-directed advertising do not 
include marketing outlets such as product packag-
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ing and point-of-sale promotions18 and do not cover 
general-audience advertising on family shows watched 
by large numbers of children.9 Child-directed websites 
are included, but they are defined so narrowly that even 
Happymeal.com would not be covered.19 Furthermore, 
the largest number of child visitors is found on general-
audience websites (e.g., Domino’s and Pizza Hut’s main 
websites; MyCokeRewards.com), which are not cov-
ered by CFbAi pledges.3,4 Finally, while CFbAi covers 
marketing in elementary schools, major components of 
marketing are exempt, including food and beverage dis-
plays, charitable fundraising activities, and public ser-
vice messaging sponsored by food companies.18 in sum, 
the CFbAi has moved the needle, but it isn’t enough. 
Analyses of tV advertisements viewed by children 
since the inception of the CFbAi reveal no meaning-
ful improvement in the nutritional quality of foods.20,21 
Future research will reveal whether the stronger stan-
dards in 2014 make a difference, but in the meantime, 
more must be done.

Action at the Federal Level
in 2011, a federal government interagency Working 

Group (iWG) proposed voluntary nutrition and marketing 
standards to guide industry self-regulatory efforts.22 these 
standards were met with significant industry opposition 
because they were stronger than those of the CFbAi in 
three significant ways. First, the original iWG recommen-
dations encouraged the food industry to consider children 
aged 12–17. the CFbAi responded quite negatively to 
any suggestion that marketing to children 12 or older 
should be on the table for discussion.18 it is important 
not to acquiesce completely to the industry on this point; 
although there are valid arguments that our society draws 
a line at age 16 or 17 for other activities requiring matu-
rity, children between 12 and 15 should still be protected 
from food marketing. 

second, the iWG defined “marketing” and “child-
directed” more comprehensively than the CFbAi. Mar-
keting included packaging and in-store marketing, and 
youth-targeted media was defined more broadly.22 the 
CFbAi argued that the iWG marketing definitions were 
difficult to measure, not practical for application purpos-
es, and so broad that they encroached upon philanthropic 
efforts and marketing activities directed at families and 
adults.18 this last point raises the ethical question of how 
much our society is willing to give up in lost opportunity 
to market to adults in exchange for a safer environment 
for our children.

third, the iWG nutrition recommendations were stron-
ger than those of the CFbAi; they required the presence 
of “food groups to encourage” and allowed only small 
amounts of sodium, saturated fat, and sugar. the CFbAi 
argued that the iWG guidelines were too complex and 
difficult to apply, and would threaten the palatability 
of products. the palatability argument is a red herring 

because the iWG guidelines do not compel companies to 
reformulate. Companies can keep the products as they are 
and simply stop marketing them to children. 

in October, 2011, the FtC agreed that focus should be 
on children under 12, apparently abandoning efforts to 
protect children in middle school and early high school.23 
they also indicated greater agreement with the CFbAi 
definitions of marketing and better for your products. 
Given this apparent effort to compromise with industry 
at the federal level, advocates may want to focus in the 
short-term on state and local policies to reduce food mar-
keting to children. 

Action at the State and Local Levels
there is a tremendous opportunity to regulate in-school 

marketing at the state, county, city, and school district 
levels.24 For example, san Francisco’s Commercial-Free 
schools Act prohibits exclusive agreements with food 
companies, branded teaching materials, and requires 
board of education approval for all corporate sponsor-
ships.25 the seattle Public schools similarly have pro-
hibited logos on all school-district property, including 
vending machines and playing fields, and have removed 
for-profit television.26

every school district that participates in federal food 
programs (e.g., National school Lunch Program) is 
required to have a written school Wellness Policy.27 these 
policies are required to have parental input and are a 
powerful tool for removing and preventing marketing in 
schools. Policies can be enacted that prohibit: (1) the sale 
and advertisement of foods using brand names on school 
property (including curricula, vending machines, food 
containers, sports gear and venues); (2) fundraisers where 
families purchase branded items (e.g., sonic’s Limeades 
for Learning, General Mills’ box tops for education); 
(3) incentive programs (e.g., Pizza Hut bOOK it!, which 
rewards reading with pizza); and (4) direct advertising 
on in-school tV, bus radio, and school websites.9,13,28,29 
school bus legislation requires immediate attention 
because many state legislatures have pending bills to per-
mit the sale of advertising space on both the inside and 
outside of school buses.30

At the community level, there are strategies to limit 
children’s exposure to marketing. Detroit, Palm Des-
ert, and san Francisco established minimum distances 
between places that children frequent, such as schools 
or playgrounds, and certain food establishments or ven-
dors.31–33 Mississippi is currently considering a bill to 
prohibit outdoor advertising of foods and beverages sold 
at nearby fast food restaurants in areas such as underper-
forming schools.34 the berkeley Media studies Group 
describes other community strategies, such as requiring 
restaurants and stores to place only healthy items at kids’ 
eye level; keeping unhealthy products like candy behind 
the counter; and limiting in-store child-focused promo-
tions for unhealthy foods.29 each year, government bod-
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ies explore new policies, and the yale Rudd Center for 
Food Policy and Obesity online legislation database can 
be used to search bills related to food marketing at any 
time.30

Food marketing directed at youth is pervasive, power-
ful, and pernicious. Parents and community leaders must 
become more educated on how food companies are reach-
ing our children and the negative health consequences. 
industry self-regulation has made modest changes in the 
foods marketed to children, and the potential for federal 
action at this time is unclear. Currently, the most promis-
ing strategy is to enact policies at the state and local level. 
Parents interested in improving the school environment 
can write district wellness policies that limit food market-
ing in schools and on school buses. Local governments 
can help parents keep some space between food market-
ing and their children in public places. Parents already 
have the challenging job of teaching healthy eating habits 
to their children; the food industry must not be permitted 
to undermine those efforts.

Author Disclosure Statement
both authors declare no competing financial interests.

References
1.  Harris JL, Pomeranz JL, Lobstein t, et al. A crisis in the market-

place: how food marketing contributes to childhood obesity and 
what can be done. Annu Rev Public Health 2009;30:211–225.

2. Harris JL, schwartz Mb, brownell KD. Cereal FACTS in Food 
Advertising to Children and Teenst Score. yale University, Rudd 
Center for Food Policy and Obesity: New Haven, Ct, 2009.

3. Harris JL, schwartz Mb, brownell KD. Fast Food FACTS in Food 
Advertising to Children and Teens Score. yale University, Rudd 
Center for Food Policy and Obesity: New Haven, Ct, 2010.

4. Harris JL, schwartz Mb, brownell KD. Sugary Drink FACTS in 
Food Advertising to Children and Teens Score. yale University, 
Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity: New Haven, Ct, 2011.

5. institute of Medicine (U.s.). Committee on Food Marketing and 
the Diets of Children and Youth. Food marketing to children and 
youth: Threat or Opportunity? the National Academies Press: 
Washington, DC, 2006, p. 516.

6. speers, se, Harris JL, schwartz Mb. Child and adolescent expo-
sure to food and beverage brand appearances during prime-time 
television programming. Am J Prev Med 2011;41:291–296.

7. Powell L, szczypka G, Chaloupka F. trends in exposure to televi-
sion food advertisements among children and adolescents in the 
United states. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med 2010;164:794–802.

8. Federal trade Commission. Marketing Food to Children and Ado-
lescents: A Review of industry expenditures, Activities, and self-
Regulation, 2008.

9. Harris JL, Graff sK. Protecting children from harmful food mar-
keting: options for local government to make a difference. Prev 
Chronic Dis 2011;8:A92.

10. Andreyeva t, Kelly iR, Harris JL. exposure to food advertising 
on television: Associations with children’s fast food and soft drink 
consumption and obesity. Econ Hum Biol 2011;9:221–233.

11. American beverage Association. Alliance school beverage Guide-
lines Final Progress Report, 2010.

12. trust for America’s Health. supplement to “F as in Fat: How Obe-
sity threatens America’s Future, 2011” Obesity-Related Legisla-
tion Action in states, Update. in F as in Fat, 2011. 

13. Molnar A, Garcia DR, boninger F, et al. Marketing of foods 
of minimal nutritional value to children in schools. Prev Med 
2008;47:504–507.

14. United states General Accounting Office. Report to Congressional 
Requesters. Public Education: Commercial Activities in Schools. 
Washington, DC, 2000.

15. Kraak Vi, story M, Wartella eA, et al. industry progress to market 
a healthful diet to American children and adolescents. Am J Prev 
Med 2011;41:322–333; quiz A4.

16. Kraak Vi, story M, Wartella eA. Government and school progress 
to promote a healthful diet to american children and adolescents: A 
comprehensive review of the available evidence. Am J Prev Med 
2012;42:250–262.

17. better business bureau. bbb Children’s Food and beverage 
Advertising initiative: Food and beverage products that meet par-
ticipants’ approved nutrition standards, 2011.

18. better business bureau. Children’s Food and beverage Advertis-
ing initiative: General Comments and Comments on the Proposed 
Nutrition Principles and Marketing Definitions, 2011.

19. Harris JL, speers se, schwartz Mb, et al. Us food company 
branded advergames on the internet: Children’s exposure and 
effects on snack consumption. J Children Media 2012;6:51–68.

20. Powell LM, schermbeck RM, szczypka G, et al. trends in the 
nutritional content of television food advertisements seen by chil-
dren in the United states. Analyses by age, food categories, and 
companies. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med 2011;165:1078–1086.

21. Kunkel D, McKinley C, Wright P. the impact of industry self-regu-
lation on the nutritional quality of foods advertised on television to 
children. Children Now, 2009.

22. interagency Working Group on Food Marketed to Children. Prelim-
inary proposed nutrition principles to guide industry self-regulatory 
efforts, 2011.

23. Vladeck DC. Prepared statement of the Federal trade Commission 
on the interagency Working Group of Food Marketing to Children 
before the House energy and Commerce Comittee subcommittee 
on Commerce, Manufacturing, and trade and the subcommittee on 
Health, United states House of Representatives. Washington, DC, 
2011.

24. United states General Accounting Office, Report to Congressional 
requesters. Public education. Commercial activities in schools, 
2000.

25. san Francisco Commercial Free schools Act (as amended). Prohib-
iting exclusive vendor contracts, brand names, and tobacco subsid-
iary food products. san Francisco, California, 1999.

26. California Project LeAN. Captive kids: selling obesity at schools: 
An action guide to stop the marketing of unhealthy foods and bev-
erages in school, 2007.

27. schwartz Mb, Lund Ae, Grow HM, et al. A comprehensive cod-
ing system to measure the quality of school wellness policies. J Am 
Diet Assoc 2009;109:1256–1262.

28. Center for science in the Public interest. Reducing junk food mar-
keting to children: state and local policy options for advocates and 
policy makers, 2012.

29. berkeley Media studies Group. Fighting junk food marketing to 
kids: A toolkit for advocates, 2006. Available at: www.bmsg.org/
pdfs/bMsG_Junk_Food_toolkit.pdf/. Last accessed March 6, 2012.

30. yale University Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity. New 
Haven, Ct, Legislation Database, 2012.



EDITORIAL88

31. Prevention institute. strategic Alliance: Local Policy Database: 
Food vending vehicles. Oakland, CA, 2011.

32. Prevention institute. strategic Alliance: Local Policy Database: 
Prohibiting mobile catering trucks from operating near public 
schools. Oakland, CA, 2008.

33. Prevention institute. strategic Alliance: Local Policy Database: 
Official Zoning Ordinance. Oakland, CA, 2008.

34. yale University Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity. New 
Haven, Ct: Legislation Database (2012) Ms Hb 202–Prohibit cer-
tain forms of advertising near specific schools, 2012.

Address correspondence to:
Marlene B. Schwartz, Ph.D. 

Senior Research Scientist
Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity

309 Edwards Street, Box 208369
New Haven, CT 06520-8369

E-mail: Marlene.schwartz@yale.edu


