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Children’s Rights 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, 1989

Best interests of the child (Article 3)

RIights
to protection of health, of privacy, 
& against economic exploitation
to participation (also digital 
media)

Evolving capacities

States must support parents to fulfil 
responsibilities (Article 18)



THEMES

• Ambiguous agency

• ‘Big Food’ and the constructions of children and young 
people’s desires
• (‘regimes’ of consumption: Cook, 2008)

• Child/young consumer as a knowing subject…?

• The interplay of capacity and vulnerability
Tatlow-Golden M. (2018) Food in children and young people’s lives: Ambiguous agency and contested moralities. In H. 
Montgomery. and M. Robb, (eds) Children and Young People’s Worlds, Bristol, Policy Press 5



Food marketing
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War Room?



…
…

Advertising as a cue to consume: a systematic review and
meta-analysis of the effects of acute exposure to unhealthy food
and nonalcoholic beverage advertising on intake in children
and adults1,2

Emma J Boyland,3 * Sarah Nolan,3 Bridget Kelly,4 Catrin Tudur-Smith,3 Andrew Jones,3 Jason CG Halford,3 and
Eric Robinson3

3Department of Psychological Sciences, University of Liverpool, Liverpool, United Kingdom; and 4School of Health and Society, University of Wollongong,
Wollongong, Australia

ABSTRACT
Background: Several studies have assessed the effects of food and
nonalcoholic beverage (hereafter collectively referred to as food)
advertising on food consumption, but the results of these studies
have been mixed. This lack of clarity may be impeding policy
action.
Objective: We examined the evidence for a relation between acute
exposure to experimental unhealthy food advertising and food
consumption.
Design: The study was a systematic review and meta-analysis of
published studies in which advertising exposure (television or
Internet) was experimentally manipulated, and food intake was
measured. Five electronic databases were searched for relevant
publications (SCOPUS, PsycINFO, MEDLINE, Emerald Insight,
and JSTOR). An inverse variance meta-analysis was used
whereby the standardized mean difference (SMD) in food intake
was calculated between unhealthy food advertising and control
conditions.
Results: Twenty-two articles were eligible for inclusion. Data were
available for 18 articles to be included in the meta-analysis (which
provided 20 comparisons). With all available data included, the
analysis indicated a small-to-moderate effect size for advertising
on food consumption with participants eating more after exposure
to food advertising than after control conditions (SMD: 0.37; 95%
CI: 0.09; 0.65; I2 = 98%). Subgroup analyses showed that the ex-
periments with adult participants provided no evidence of an effect
of advertising on intake (SMD: 0.00; P = 1.00; 95% CI: 20.08,
0.08; I2 = 8%), but a significant effect of moderate size was shown
for children, whereby food advertising exposure was associated
with greater food intake (SMD: 0.56; P = 0.003; 95% CI: 0.18,
0.94; I2 = 98%).
Conclusions: Evidence to date shows that acute exposure to food
advertising increases food intake in children but not in adults. These
data support public health policy action that seeks to reduce chil-
dren’s exposure to unhealthy food advertising. Am J Clin Nutr
2016;103:519–33.

Keywords: children, consumption, food advertising, food intake,
marketing

INTRODUCTION

Obesogenic food environments are thought to be a key driver
of the obesity epidemic (1). Because of this association, envi-
ronmental factors that promote unhealthy dietary habits and
excess consumption are of public health concern (2, 3). Spe-
cifically, the role of food marketing, particularly to children
[because of concerns about their comprehension of marketing
and its persuasive intent (4, 5)], has been closely scrutinized.
Such marketing is extensive, perhaps most notable on television
and the Internet, and almost entirely promotes high-fat, -sugar,
and -salt foods (6–9). However, despite guidance from the WHO
(10, 11) and numerous policy initiatives (12), few countries have
enforced effective restrictions in this area (7, 13).

A small number of systematic reviews have sought to capture
and evaluate the evidence base that links unhealthy food pro-
motion to diet-related outcomes for the purposes of informing
policy action (14–17). These narrative reviews have been in
broad agreement that unhealthy food marketing has a detrimen-
tal impact on children, although the data relating to adults was
deemed too limited to draw firm conclusions (17).

There is a growing body of research that explores the acute
experimental effects of unhealthy food advertising [the most
prominent form of marketing (4)] on food intake. Such studies are
important because they have indicated the potential impacts of
exposure to longer-term food advertising, which is more difficult
to measure within fully controlled paradigms. Several studies
have shown that, relative to control conditions (nonfood adver-
tisements or no advertisements), ad libitum food intake of par-
ticipants was greater after exposure to unhealthy food advertising
in terms of the amount consumed (18–20) and/or caloric load
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2 SupplementalMaterial is available from the “Online Supporting Mate-

rial” link in the online posting of the article and from the same link in the
online table of contents at http://ajcn.nutrition.org.
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Marketing of unhealthy food is effective

+46 kcal in snacks
After TV ads & 
5 mins advergame



18 UK crisp, soft drink, 
confectionery brands 

£143m

Marketing spend 2016
http://obesityhealthalliance.org.uk/2017/10/11/press-release-health-costs-obesity-soaring-junk-food-companies-pour-millions-advertising/

£5.2m

Unhealthy 
foods are 

marketed at 
scale



Matching food 
brand logos to 

food images at 5y:

>90% unhealthy
57% healthy
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Effects begin 
before 3 
years of 
age…



Social media: 
Economies of emotion
Engagement & entertainment

Brand Pages – Build a ‘closer 
relationship’ with users

Ask them to ‘follow’ / ‘like’ / 
‘tag’ others…

Economy of ‘likes’, approval, 
networks…

Almost exclusively unhealthy 
items/brands

… 
and 

continue 
into the 
teens



Of the 117 most 
popular food and 
drink brands (retail 
sales + social 
media) in Ireland…

… these brand 
‘interests’ would 
achieve greatest 
reach (13-14 years)

Relative reach of food & drink brands



EMBARGOED UNTIL PUBLISHED

In social media, with integrated ads for 
unhealthy- healthy- and non-food 
brands/products, teens engage most with 
unhealthy brands

• Pay more attention (eye tracking) 
• Recognise & recall more
• Would share, like more

Corcoran, Murphy, Sheppard, Boyland, Rooney & Tatlow-
Golden (in preparation)

Email me: mimi.tatlow-golden@open.ac.uk



Data extraction and 
persuasive design… 
magnifying harms



…food marketing is enmeshed with data & design 
issues…

short- and longer-term harms
16



http://crackedlabs.org/en/corporate-surveillance

Adtech surveillance -> magnified vulnerabilities?



The adtech surveillance economy
Adtech: A data protection free zone

Complaint to UK ICO & Ireland DPC https://brave.com/adtech-data-breach-complaint
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https://brave.com/adtech-data-breach-complai


Personalized: psychological traits from digital footprints

3 real-world experiments, 3.7 m people

“I was surprised that we got the effect 
with so little information,” said Matz. 
“We don’t know that much about 
people, and yet it still has a pretty big 
effect… if you were using the full 
Facebook profile to make individual level 
predictions about people’s personalities, 
the effects would be even bigger.”

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/nov/13/faceb
ook-likes-targeted-advertising-psychological-persuasion-
academics-research

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/nov/13/facebook-likes-targeted-advertising-psychological-persuasion-academics-research


1. Amplifies TV, other effects
Ø reach
Ø recall 
Ø brand likeability (Facebook, 

2015)
70% increase of TV effects 
(Microsoft, 2013)

2. Greater effects, less spend
x4 direct return, vs TV (Peterson, 
2014)

x3 recall compared to control 
groups 
FB, 14 campaigns (Gibs & Bruich, 2010)

Digital marketing impact: 
Industry research

Digital 
amplifies 

other 
channels



Media literacy – can 
young people resist?



Media 
literacy • Advertising interventions can increase advertising literacy

• BUT
there is little evidence to suggest that an increase in 
advertising literacy indeed leads to reduced advertising 
effects

• The difference between having and applying knowledge 

• (Rozendaal et al, 2011)



Advertising literacy –
new media

• Children 9-11y: can understand tactics, though struggled with 
concept of unconscious persuasion

• Teens: if more advertising literacy, contested advertising less
• Peer communication among teenagers in social networking 

sites leads to  lower cognitive adverting literacy 

• Almost no research on advertising literacy in new media



Differential susceptibility Piotrowski & Valkenburg (2015)

• Consistent pattern of small effect sizes - washing out 
susceptible groups?

• Who are the children most affected by food advertising in 
digital media & under what conditions?

No evidence 
for media 
literacy 

protection



In progress…
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“Food ads? Not really”

28



29



30



31



32



International policy 
recommendations 



States should “adopt laws 
that prevent companies 
from using insidious 
marketing strategies”

UN Special Rapporteur on the right 
of everyone to the enjoyment of 
the highest attainable standard of 
physical and mental health 2014

WHO Set of Recommendations on 
the marketing of food and on-
alcoholic beverages to children 
2010

WHO Ending Childhood Obesity 
(ECHO) Commission Report 2016
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4.3 Establish a European Strategy for Better and Safer AI for Children…
empower children,  while also protecting  them from risks and potential harm. 
…  grow and learn untouched  by unsolicited monitoring, profiling and interest invested 
habitualisation and manipulation. Children  should be ensured a free and unmonitored space 
of development and upon moving into adulthood  should be provided with 
a “clean slate” of any public or private storage of data related to them.
Equally, children’s formal education should be free from commercial  and 
other interests

37. Profiling of children, which is any form of automated 
processing of personal data which consists of applying a “profile” to a child, 
particularly in order to take decisions concerning the child or to analyse or 
predict his or her personal preferences, behaviour and attitudes, 
should be prohibited by law.

Ireland: Data Protection Act 2018
Profiling and microtargeting…



SUMMARY

1. Unhealthy foods marketed at scale, effectively 
2. Effects begin before age 3…
3. … and continue into the teens
4. Surveillance, design amplify effects…
5. Data extraction, persuasive design …
6. Digital amplifies other channels
7. No evidence that media literacy protects
8. Young people: adtech ecosystem is ‘well dodgy’
9. Urgent need for policy action



thank you!
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