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Overview

Childhood obesity is a major public health problem in the USA, with youth at all
stages of development at increasing risk (Health, 2008). Between 1976 and 2004,
increases in overweight prevalence ranged from 5.0% to 12.4% for 2-to-5-year olds,
6.5% to 17% for 6-to-11-year olds, and 5.0% to 17.6% for 12- to— 19-year olds
(Ogden, Carroll, &, Flegal, 2008; Ogden et al., 2006; Ogden & Carroll, 2010).
These statistics are particularly alarming as overweight youth disproportionately
suffer from chronic conditions such as hypertension and diabetes, thus resulting in
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reduced quality of life at an early age (Anderson & Butcher, 2006). Overweight
children are also at high risk for becoming overweight adults with the attendant
comorbid conditions, including osteoarthritis and certain forms of cancer (Freedman,
Dietz, Srinivasan, & Berenson, 1999; Dietz, 1998; Khaodhiar, McCowen, &
Blackburn, 1999). As a consequence, a sense of urgency exists to disentangle the
complex, multifactorial interactions between individual and environmental factors
that lead to child weight imbalance and obesity (Johnson-Taylor & Everhart, 2006;
Papas et al., 2007; Sallis & Glanz, 2006; Wang & Beydoun, 2007).

From the environmental perspective, exposure to food marketing and advertis-
ing has been identified as a major determinant of family food choices and habits
that influence childhood obesity (Story & French, 2004; Institute of Medicine,
2006; Harris et al., 2009). Due to the ubiquitous marketing of high-sugar, high-fat
obesogenic foods (Moore, 2006), it has become more challenging than ever for
families to make informed and healthful choices that promote lifelong healthy
eating and exercise habits among children (Harris et al., 2009). A study by the
Kaiser Family Foundation (Moore 2006), for example, found that in the course of a
year, an average American child will spend more hours watching television than in
school, and the average 2-to-7-year old will be exposed to more than 4,000 food
advertisements. Unfortunately, most of these advertisements are for high-calorie
convenience foods, fast foods, and soda, with very few for fruits and vegetables
(Harrison & Marske, 2005; Moore; Stitt & Kunkel, 2008). This trend is not likely
to change as the budgets for food marketers dwarf those of government fruit and
vegetable marketing programs such as “5-a-day”—3$1.6 billion per year versus $2
million per year, respectively (FTC, 2008; USDA, 2010). As a result, youth are
more likely to develop brand loyalty to nutrient-poor foods that influence family
food purchasing and consumption behaviors (Robinson, Borzekowski, Matheson,
& Kraemer, 2007; Dijksterhuis, Smith, van Baaren, & Wigboldus, 2005; Halford,
Boyland, Hughes, Oliveira, & Dovey, 2007; Halford, 2004; Harris et al., 2009;
Hastings, Stead, McDermott, Forsyth, et al., 2003; Institute of Medicine, 2006).

While the research literature supports the association between exposure to food
marketing and increases in childhood obesity (Harris et al., 2009; Kunkel et al.,
2004; Wiecha et al., 2006), empirical attention has focused on television as a vehi-
cle of marketing to children in the home, with limited attention to the broader
nutrition environment in which families are embedded (Connor, 2006; Institute of
Medicine, 2006; Story, Kaphingst, & French, 2006; Crespo et al., 2001; Elliott,
2007; Fiese & Schwartz, 2008). The focus on children’s direct exposure to televi-
sion does not take into account the various social contexts in which children and
families are exposed to food marketing and promotion, thus limiting the potential
for effective interventions in multiple spaces and places that shape family purchas-
ing and dietary behaviors. One critical social context that has received limited
attention in the documentation of food marketing on childhood obesity is the retail
food store environment. While an emerging body of literature suggests that
improving the availability and accessibility of healthful food options via the retail
food environment has great potential for creating sustainable dietary change in
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communities (NAEYC & SRCD 2008), few studies have explored how food
marketing mediates this relationship. Previous studies report that shopping at or
living in close proximity to a large supermarket or grocery store is associated with
increased fruit and vegetable intakes while convenience store proximity is nega-
tively associated with fruit and vegetable consumption, even after controlling for
individual- or family-level characteristics (Rose & Richards, 2004; Morland,
Wing, & Diez-Roux, 2002; Zenk et al., 2005; Zenk et al., 2009; Pearce, Hiscock,
Blakely, & Witten, 2008). Most of these studies, however, have not included food
marketing as an explanatory variable. Due to the increasing amount of time chil-
dren spend shopping with their parents (~3 h per week for 3-to-8-year olds)
(O’Daugherty, Story, & Stang, 2006; Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001) and the influence
of children’s requests on family purchasing habits (O’Daugherty et al.; Atkin,
1978; Galst & White, 1976), it is clear that this omission constrains a more com-
plete understanding of the role the retail food environment plays in shaping dietary
behaviors. A study by O’Dougherty et al. (2006) found that 50% of children shop-
ping in supermarkets with their parents initiated a request for specific foods, and
that the majority of these requests were for sweets or snacks influenced by brand
loyalty and marketing techniques. The authors noted effective refusal strategies by
parents most of the time, but found that the shopping experience was not used to
educate children about food and nutrition, and that in some instances, parents ini-
tiated the purchase of nutrient-poor foods (O’Dougherty et al.). This illustrates the
importance of the retail food store environment as a setting where families negoti-
ate the influence of food and beverage marketing on purchasing practices that
influence dietary behaviors. Additionally, this also suggests that retail food stores
might be an important component of novel and systematic approaches for tackling
childhood obesity in the USA.

The focus on the retail food environment is also important for addressing the
disproportionately higher rates of overweight and obesity among low income and
racial/ethnic minority groups. From an environmental perspective, these groups are
at elevated risk for obesity due to higher media use (e.g., TV viewing) and residence
in neighborhoods saturated with commercial food advertising and limited healthy
food options (Strum, 2005; Yancey et al., 2009; Larson, Story, & Nelson, 2009;
Zenk et al., 2006). As low-income families may have inadequate resources to over-
come the environmental barriers that contribute to poor dietary choices, studies
examining how marketing influences these choices in the retail food environment
will be critical for developing effective interventions and advocating for policy
changes that reduce childhood obesity rates.

A potentially confounding effect may be the different types of parenting strategies
effective in low-income families as compared to strategies used in middle class
families. If parents are to be empowered to be effective gatekeepers of the food that
comes into their home, it is important to recognize that there are cultural variations
in how families interact around food choice and manage eating behaviors. Although
there is a longstanding tradition in developmental science that parents that are highly
involved, provide considerable verbal reasoning to their children about their
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parenting decisions, and encourage autonomy will have children who fare better
both emotionally and physically (Petit, Bates, & Dodge, 1997). However, recent
research suggests that there is considerable variation across ethnic groups in parent-
ing practices such that some groups may take more permissive or authoritarian
approaches and their children still fare well (McWayne, Owsianik, Green, &
Fantuzzo, 2008; Rodriquez, Donovick, & Crowley, 2009). When considering guid-
ance for parents to take charge of their food environment, it will be important to
consider not only the marketed environment but also how they connect with food
and their families.

A particular concern is the omnipresence of televisions in the areas where chil-
dren eat. Families who routinely watch television during their mealtimes have chil-
dren and adolescents who tend to consume less nutrient-rich foods (Coon, Goldberg,
Rogers, & Tucker, 2001; Feldman, Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer, & Story, 2007).
There are several possible explanations for this relation. First, sheer exposure to
food advertisements while eating may promote choice of less healthy foods even at
an early age (Borzekowski & Robinson, 2001). Over time, the combination of
television during meals and exposure to food advertising may create menus dense in
fast foods, sweetened beverages, and lean in vegetables. A second possible
mechanism is that the presence of television detracts from positive forms of
interaction during meals. Emerging research indicates that families that are able to
communicate positively during meals are less likely to have children who are over-
weight or obese (Jacobs & Fiese, 2007). Although the precise mechanism has not
been fully explicated, it is possible to speculate that meals that include measured
conversation are also more evenly paced and less likely to include rushed eating
habits. Finally, it is important to consider why families find it necessary or soothing
to have the television on during meals. Embedded in a survey conducted by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, mothers with young children who
reported that they had the television on during meals said they often did so to reduce
conflict at the table (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007). Thus, as a
behavior management strategy, television becomes a distractor and rather than hav-
ing parents monitor children’s behavior (and perhaps their eating behaviors), the
television is the center of attention.

In sum, while the literature demonstrates an association between food and
beverage marketing and dietary behavior (Kunkel et al., 2004), most studies have
been limited to the role of the television inside the home (Institute of Medicine,
2006; Fiese & Schwartz, 2008; Harrison & Marske, 2005; Elliott, 2007). Little is
understood, however, about how food and beverage marketing to children and their
families in the broader nutrition environment shapes purchasing behavior and ulti-
mately, dietary intake. In this chapter, we hope to address this gap in the literature
by (a) examining mechanisms used by marketers to influence food preferences
among children, including exposure to food marketing via television and digital
media; (b) exploring the reinforcement of marketing exposure via visual cues in
food stores, and (c) exploring options for policy and environmental interventions/
solutions.
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Mechanisms of Persuasion

Theoretical Framework

While several theories have been used to explain the mechanisms through which mar-
keting influences children, social cognitive theory (SCT), with the emphasis on triadic
reciprocity, seems to best capture the interaction between environmental stimuli
(“marketing”) and children’s cognitive ability to process their exposure. The mecha-
nisms behind this relationship require some elaboration. Jordan and Robinson (2008)
compared research on four different mechanisms proposed to link television viewing
to child obesity (i.e., metabolic slowdown, displacement of physical activity, exces-
sive energy intake due to eating while viewing, and excessive energy intake due to
advertising of obesogenic foods) and concluded that the strongest and most consistent
evidence to date exists for advertising obesogenic foods, followed by excessive energy
intake due to eating while viewing. Regarding advertising effects, social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 2002) offers a description of how observational learning via expo-
sure to rewarded or unpunished behaviors on the part of media characters or models
may encourage modeling of the depicted behaviors. In the case of food advertising,
plentiful and visually appealing depictions of delicious-looking foods enjoyed by
happy, satisfied people present an alluring vision of the rewards to be had by consum-
ing advertised foods. Content analysis shows that even in advertisements aimed at
children, foods are depicted as having addictive properties (i.e., producing exagger-
ated pleasure sensations and dependency), especially high-sugar foods (Page &
Brewster, 2009). Further, preschool children are developmentally limited in their abil-
ity to distinguish commercials from program content (Kunkel et al., 2004), so they are
unlikely to view food advertising with a critical eye. Even for those who do have some
sense of advertising’s purpose, it is the rare preschooler who can buy his or her own
food. Rather, preschoolers exert their power over their dietary intake primarily in the
form of refusals and requests (a.k.a. the “nag factor,” see Morton, Stanton, Zuppa, &
Mehta, 2005). These requests are not inconsequential; the national purchase influence
of 2- to 14-year-old children is estimated at $500 billion annually (Institute of
Medicine, 2006). Still, it is the parents and other caregivers who stock the pantry and
provide the universe of foods from which young children may choose.

Accordingly, there are several ways parents may act as intermediaries between
household media exposure and preschooler dietary habits. First, consistent with social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 2002), parents also may engage in observational learning
of eating behaviors via the advertisements they see when viewing child-oriented con-
tent with their children, or when viewing adult-oriented content with or without their
children. In this case, one would expect exposure to stimulate increased parental pur-
chasing of advertised foods, which are largely obesogenic and unhealthful. Second,
regardless of the route by which unhealthful foods make their way into the family
pantry, the mechanism described by Jordan and Robinson (2008) as “excessive energy
intake due to eating while viewing” identifies a process by which screen media expo-
sure may increase the likelihood that these foods are chosen by both parents and
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children over healthier alternatives for consumption during and after viewing. Harris,
Bargh and Brownell (2009) found support for TV effects on appetitive priming in a
study showing that children exposed to snack food advertisements ate more of a non-
advertised snack food while viewing the program in which the advertisements had
been embedded than did children who had been exposed to nonfood advertisements
embedded in the same program. A follow-up study with adults showed that those who
had been exposed to snack food advertisements ate more of a variety of foods, espe-
cially obesogenic foods, during a post-exposure taste test than those who had been
exposed to advertisements for healthful foods (who actually ate less than a no-
advertising control group; Harris et al., 2009). Third, what appears to be a causal rela-
tionship between child media exposure and child consumption of unhealthful foods
may in fact be a spurious one produced by a third factor, one we might call “parental
indulgence.” Parents who have trouble limiting their children’s media consumption
may also have trouble limiting their children’s intake of sugar-sweetened beverages,
snack foods, sweets, and other enjoyable but unhealthful foods. These effects may be
compounded when education and race are taken into account. African-American
children and children of parents who have a high-school education or less are more
likely to watch four or more hours of television per weekday. (Trends, 2010)

In all likelihood, these mechanisms (and others) are operating simultaneously.
The first two (social learning leading to increased parental food purchasing and
appetitive priming leading to increased child food intake during and after media
exposure) have been supported by ample research (see Institute of Medicine, 2006,
and Jordan & Robinson, 2008, for summaries). The third mechanism is harder to
isolate and observe. If “parental indulgence” was largely responsible for the link
between child TV exposure and child consumption of unhealthful foods, then chil-
dren’s use of multiple media—not just TV—should be correlated with their dietary
habits, because parents who are reluctant to set dietary limits should also be reluc-
tant to set limits on all types of media use (e.g., DVD/VHS, video games, and
computer/Internet). However, with the possible exception of video game playing,
which has been correlated with BMI in children aged 1-12 (Vandewater, Shim, &
Caplovitz, 2004), TV has been more strongly and consistently linked to child over-
weight than any other medium. However, the association between various forms of
digital media and child weight status has not been explored as extensively in the
literature. There is evidence to suggest, however, that the digital environment is
increasingly serving as a medium for influencing food choices among children.

With advergames, for example, the persuasion effects of embedded brands in games
are mainly based on two different processes. First, on conditioning, where the positive
experience of the game is frequently combined with the brand. Therefore, evaluative
(emotional) conditioning is happening (De Houwer, 2007; De Houwer, Baeyens, &
Field, 2005; De Houwer, Thomas, & Baeyens, 2001; Kroeber-Riel, 1984), where an
emotional stimulus (the enjoyable gaming situation) is combined with a neutral stimu-
lus (brand). When conditioned, every time the brand is seen, the emotional experience
will also be remembered and a positive feeling towards the brand increases. A separate
but related process may occur when persons in a good mood or feeling positive tend to
evaluate subjects and objects more positively (Bagozzi, Gopinath, & Nyer, 1999). As
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the gaming situation usually is pleasing, game players will evaluate not only the game
more positively, but they may also evaluate the embedded brand more positively. This
classic affect transfer is also well known in traditional advertising research
(e.g., Bagozzi, Gopinath, & Nyer, 1999; Batra & Stayman, 1990; Brown & Stayman,
1992; Lutz, McKenzie, & Belch, 1983; MacKenzie, Lutz, & Belch, 1986).

Another way that games may more implicitly persuade is related to the proce-
dural rhetoric of the game (Bogost, 2007). The basic idea of this concept is that
compared to explicit messages of traditional media, games offer the possibility of
integrating the message less explicitly and in the winning conditions. In essence, the
persuasive claims can be inserted into the games via interaction. For instance,
Pringles promotes the flavors of the potato chips by asking players to collect ingre-
dients (http://www.groovyglider.com), which is a winning condition, as the player
gathers the most points when collecting the correct ingredients. Through this
activity, the player learns the different flavors and establishes related brand beliefs
(Waiguny, Nelson, & Terlutter, 2012).

Cartoon and Spokes-Characters

In order to engender brand loyalty among children, many advertisers use
anthropomorphized cartoon and spokes-characters (Calcott & Lee, 1994; Phillips,
1996; Phillips & Gyoerick, 1999) that evoke positive emotions associated with
various products. Briefly, branded spokes-characters can be defined as “fictional,
animate beings or animated objects that have been created for the promotion of a
product, service or idea”; Phillips, 1996, p.146. Popular cartoon characters such as
Dora the Explorer or SpongeBob SquarePants® from children’s television shows or
movies are also licensed to market foods to children (Roberto, Baik, Harris, &
Brownell, 2010). In commercial practice, original spokes-characters such as Tony
the Tiger™ or licensed characters such as Spiderman® are used to attract attention
and convey the unique attributes of the character to the brand. For instance, the
Pillsbury Doughboy™ was found to be exciting, whereas Aunt Jemima™ was
viewed as nurturing (LeBel & Cooke, 2008). Marketers carefully craft the image of
the character with the attributes desired among the target audience. Research shows
that such strategies impact memory and purchases. In a free recall task among chil-
dren, the most frequently mentioned characters were for sugary cereals such as
Tony the Tiger™, Toucan Sam®, and Captain Crunch (LeBel & Cooke, 2008). Some
research with children in experimental studies shows additional impact of charac-
ters on health claims and perceived product taste. For example, children aged 5-7
who saw a character on the box liked the cereal more than the identical cereal in a
box without a character (Lapierre, Vaala, & Linebarger, 2011). Further, Waiguny,
Nelson, and Terlutter (2010) asked children aged 7-10 to play an advergame
(custom-made digital games designed especially to promote a company’s brand or
products; Youn & Lee, 2005) for Nesquik cereal featuring a bunny spokes-character
who gained power by collecting the cereal grain symbols. They found that liking the
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advergame influenced children’s attitude towards the Nesquik brand directly. The
children also believed that the brand was healthy because the spokes character ava-
tar became more powerful from the cereal which children attributed toward health
in real life. In sum, research suggests that spokes characters can attract attention,
convey, and transfer personality qualities to the food product, and influence per-
ceived taste and product choice.

Exposure

Television

Although young children today are inundated with various forms of media in the
home, the television remains the primary medium through which they are exposed to
marketing messages (Roberts & Foehr, 2004). This is not surprising, as almost all
children in the US live in a home with a television, with approximately 71% of them
having access to one in their bedrooms (Rideout, Vandewater, & Wartella, 2003;
Anderson & Butcher, 2006). As a consequence, the average American child spends
more hours watching TV than in school, with the youngest children (aged 0-6)
spending as much time watching TV (73%) as they do reading or being read to by an
adult or other caregiver (79%) on a typical day (Rideout et al., 2003). While a reduc-
tion in the exposure to food advertisements to children and adolescents decreased
between 2003 and 2009, most advertisements are still for high-calorie convenience
foods, fast foods, and soda, with very few for fruits and vegetables (Powell,
Schermbeck, Szczypka, Chaloupka, Braunschweig, 2011; Harrison & Marske, 2005;
Stitt & Kunkel, 2008). In a content analysis of food advertisements that aired during
television shows heavily viewed by children, Harrison and Marske (2005) found that
convenience foods and sweets comprised 83% of all advertised foods. Additionally,
“snacking” was the most common “meal” depicted in most ads, with few for ads
breakfast, lunch, or dinner (Harrison & Marske, 2005). Most disconcerting, however,
was the finding that if children were to consume the foods most commonly advertised
to them, they would exceed USDA recommended daily values (RDVs) of sodium,
and add up to a cup of sugar to their daily diets (Harrison & Marske, 2005).

In addition to marketing nutrient-poor foods, TV also provides an opportunity
for food and beverage companies to introduce cartoon and spokes characters, as
well as company logos to children (Institute of Medicine, 2006; Kinsky & Bichard,
2011). Since most young children cannot read, the television allows companies to
use symbolism to educate children about their brands and ingrain a sense of loyalty
at an early age (Institute of Medicine, 2006; Kinsky & Bichard, 2011). This may
occur through product tie-ins with television shows or movies, as well as product
placement (Moore, 2006; Speers, Harris, & Schwartz, 2011). A recent analysis by
Speers et al. (2011) of food and beverage product placement on television in 2008
showed that over the course of the year, Cocoa Cola products were seen almost 200
times by young children.
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Digital Media

Increasingly, food marketers are looking to digital environments to promote their
products. One popular way to do so is by sponsoring games. Advergames are spe-
cially designed to promote a company’s brand or products (Youn & Lee, 2005),
which combine two key elements: the brand and entertainment (Kretchmer, 2004).
The main aims of advergames are to deliver a message for the advertised brand and
to achieve higher traffic on brand websites (Santos, Gonzalo, & Gisbert, 2007).
Advergames are usually offered free of charge and are downloadable from the com-
pany’s website. They are “casual games™: easy to learn, simple to play, offering
quick rewards with forgiving game play, which makes for a quick, fun experience
(Kuittinen, Kultima, Niemeld, & Paavilainen, 2007). Hence, advergames are branded
casual games, which can be downloaded or played for free from a company’s web-
site or a high-traffic website.

An analysis of websites of the top 100 companies in the US revealed that more
than half of the games featured food products (Lee & Youn, 2008). Other content
analysis studies have reported that advergames on food brand websites (Lee,
Yoonhyeung, Quilliam, & Cole, 2009; Moore, 2006; Moore & Rideout, 2007) are
primarily targeting children with “less healthy” foods. Most of these games are cre-
ated with fun as the main objective to build consumer relationships with the game
and the brand (Lee & Youn; Santos et al., 2007). Critics and regulators have placed
increased attention on the use of advergaming to promote (unhealthy) food products
to children (Institute of Medicine of the National Academies 2006; Moore, 2004,
Thomson, 2010).

From Television and Digital Media to Food Stores

Although food marketing targeted at children has been more extensively studied via
television and the internet, there are several reasons to conduct extensive marketing
evaluations of the retail food store environment. First, children are exposed to mar-
keting in food stores at a very young age. According to John (1999), children begin:

their exposure to the marketplace...as soon as they can be accommodated as a passenger in
a shopping cart at the grocery store. ....infants and toddlers are exposed to a variety of
stimuli and experiences, including aisles of products, shoppers reading labels and making
decisions, and the exchange of money and goods at the checkout counter. These experi-
ences, aided by developing cognitive abilities that allow them to interpret and organize their
experiences, result in an understanding of marketplace transactions (John, 1999, p. 192).

In fact, several studies suggest an increase in the amount of time children spend
shopping with their parents (~3 h per week for 3-to-8-year olds) (O’Daugherty et al.,
2006) and the influence of children’s requests on family purchasing habits (O’ Daugherty
et al., 2006; Ebster, Wagner & Neumueller, 2009). A study by O’Dougherty et al.
(2006) found that 50% of children shopping in supermarkets with their parents initi-
ated a request for specific foods and that the majority of these requests were for sweets
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Fig. 15.1 Sectors of influence and marketing techniques used to reach consumers before and during
in-store purchases based on examples from a 2009 Grocery Manufacturers Association Report

or snacks influenced by brand loyalty and marketing techniques. Additionally, Ebster
et al. (2009) found that children are more persuasive in their requests for food items in
supermarkets if they are easily consumed (e.g., candy) or include giveaways such as
toys. These studies illustrate the importance of the retail food store environment as a
setting where families negotiate the influence of food and beverage marketing on
purchasing practices that influence dietary behaviors.

Second, food and beverage companies increasingly view the retail environment
as a critical medium for content delivery, with a goal towards reaching people when
they are in a buying mode. A 2009 Grocery Manufacturers Association Report
describes ‘“‘shopper marketing” — programs and promotions that collectively
influence consumers “on the path to purchase” in the retail environment (Grocery
Manufacturers Association, 2009). Specific sectors of influence and marketing tech-
niques include the home environment (e.g., television), on-the-go (e.g., mobile
phone apps, billboards), and in-store (e.g., displays, movie-tie ins) (Fig. 15.1).

These shopper-marketing programs are considered to be effective with respect to
purchasing food and beverage in the retail environment due to influences on brand
selection and shopping behaviors in and out of the store environment. Survey
research indicates that 67% of the consumers are influenced by various marketing
techniques out-of-the store (TV commercials/shows/movies: 32%, online coupons:
45%, websites: 17%, blogs: 16%, social media: 12%) when selecting specific brands
to purchase in-store (Grocery Manufacturers Association, 2009). Companies also
have an opportunity to influence food and beverage purchases in-store, as consum-
ers also indicate that product displays (28%) and signage (40%) may influence
whether they actually purchase a specific product in the retail environment (Grocery
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Manufacturers Association, 2009). Shopper marketing has become so successful, a
2011 Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/The Food Trust report noted, that it is one
of the fastest growing areas in the food retail marketing budget, and accounted for
about 21% of the budget for manufacturers and 26% for retailers (Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation, 2011). As the VP of Shopper Marketing for ConAgra noted in
the trade publication, Advertising Age, more people are exposed to point of pur-
chase advertising and promotions than major television events, suggesting that
while major sitcoms had finales once a year, people are....“ “walking through Walmart
every week.” (Bryson, 2010) ConAgra now spends 20% of their advertising and
promotions budget on shopper marketing, shopper insights, and in-store marketing,
Saatchi has a psychologist and anthropologist on staff to understand shopper behav-
ior, and Kraft, Campbell’s Soup, and Wal-Mart have all rolled out research pro-
grams to gain insights into how shoppers interact with brands and promotions
in-store (Bryson, 2010).

Third, although several companies have signed on to the Children’s Food and
Beverage Advertising Initiative (CFBAI) to either refrain from marketing to children
under 12, or to market healthier foods to this age group, retail food stores are not
included as one of the settings for this initiative (Better Business Bureau, 2011).
Consequently, food and beverage companies are free to continue “marketing as
usual” to children and adolescents without any oversight.

In sum, food and beverage companies are increasing their efforts to use the
retail food store environment to market their products to consumers. Brand cues
such as in-store signage and displays, as well as other marketing techniques have
been shown to influence point-of-purchase selections. Although most empirical
evidence linking food marketing to child weight status has focused on television,
and more recently, digital media, the retail food store is an important medium, as
young children are being exposed to marketing techniques as part of family shop-
ping routines.

Case Study- Investigating Food Marketing
in Retail Food Stores in Illinois

Given the increased importance of retail food stores as a critical medium for market-
ing targeted to children and families, (Grigsby-Toussaint et al., 2011) investigated
the presence or absence of 78 items commonly marketed to youth on television or
the internet across 118 food stores located in Central Illinois. Stores were classified
either as grocery stores (i.e., stores with both fresh produce and meat sections) or
convenience/corner stores for data analysis. Following similar procedures from a
previous study (Grigsby-Toussaint et al., 2010), stores were designated as being in
Black or White neighborhoods (census block groups) based on US census 2010
estimates (U. S. Census Bureau 2010). On average, 76% of the residents of White
neighborhoods were White, while the mean concentration of Blacks in Black neigh-
borhoods was 53%.
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In order to investigate marketing techniques, packaging on food items were eval-
uated for specific claims (e.g., nutrition or taste), the presence of cartoon characters,
information on giveaways, the inclusion of toys, or statements regarding suggested
use (e.g., “great as a lunchbox treat”), or convenience (e.g., “ready-to-eat pudding
snacks”™).

Audit Instrument and Data Collection Procedures

Adapted from an existing instrument by Chapman, Nicholas, Banovic and
Supramaniam (2006), an audit tool was developed and tested for use in the study area.
The 78 items included on the instrument were based on competitive media reports and
a literature review of items commonly advertised to youth on television and the inter-
net (Institute of Medicine, 2006; FTC, 2008; Moore, 20006). Items were categorized as
(1) breads and pastries, (2) breakfast cereals, (3) candy and gum, (4) chips, (5) cookies
and crackers, (6) dairy, (7) fruit and cereal bars, (8) ice cream, (9) prepared foods (e.g.,
lunchables), (10) sodas, and (11) non-carbonated drinks (e.g., juices).

Data Analysis

A marketing to availability (M:A) ratio was calculated to determine how often mar-
keting techniques were utilized when an item was available. Chi-square tests were
used to test for differences in the M:A ratio between store types and neighborhoods.
SPSS version 16.0 was used to run all analyses.

Results

Figure 15.2 summarizes how often items were available and had marketing tech-
niques (M:A ratio) observed on packaging across neighborhoods and store types.
Grocery stores (57.5%) and stores located in Black neighborhoods (56.6%) were
the most likely to have marketing techniques on the packaging of items targeted at
youth and families (Grigsby-Toussaint, et al., 2011). Given the wide selection of
foods available at grocery stores, this observation was not unexpected. Although
Black neighborhoods did not have as many grocery stores, a higher prevalence of
available items with evidence of marketing was observed compared to stores in
White neighborhoods (Grigsby-Toussaint et al., 2011).

Figure 15.3 summarizes the distribution of marketing techniques on selected items
that were evaluated as part of the study. Overwhelmingly, non-carbonated drinks
(97.7%) were most likely to have some marketing technique present on packaging,
followed by fruit and cereal bars (76.9%), soda (62.2%), dairy products (55.5%) and
prepared foods (49.5%). Although not presented in figure 15.2 or 15.3, across all
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Fig. 15.3 Percent of selected items with marketing techniques targeted to youth in retail food stores

stores, nutrition (92%) and taste (90%) claims were the most common. Tie-ins for
television shows (72%) were observed more often than tie-ins for movies (63.5%),
but this was not significantly different between store types or neighborhoods.

Case Study Summary

This investigation of marketing in food stores in Central Illinois found that foods
commonly promoted to youth on television and the internet were often available
and marketed in food stores. Given estimates that some youth are exposed to more
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than 4000 advertisements via television per year, primarily for foods of poor nutri-
tional content (Harris et al., 2009; Moore 2006), the retail food store environment
may conceivably reinforce preferences for energy dense foods. A study by
Borradaile et al. (2009), for example, showed that urban elementary school chil-
dren were most likely to purchase energy-dense foods from corner stores
(Borradaile et al., 2009), further bolstering the importance of food stores as sites
for targeted childhood obesity interventions (e.g., working with stores to change
the placement of certain items). Additionally, the observation that specific foods
are more commonly marketed in stores located in Black neighborhoods is also of
particular concern. This finding suggests that youth residing in these neighbor-
hoods have increased exposure to food marketing, in addition to limited healthy
food options (Grigsby-Toussaint et al., 2010), thus placing them at higher risk for
obesity.

Areas for Intervention

In order to effectively counter marketing targeted at children and families, pub-
lic health advocates will have to work in all areas utilized by major food and
beverage companies to influence purchasing behaviors (Fig. 15.4). For exam-
ple, in the food store environment, retailers can increase the marketing of
healthier food alternatives, while parents can reduce screen time in the home
environment. Specific examples for potential interventions are highlighted
below.

In-store

-Improve marketing of
healthier food options
-Healthy Kids Section
-Healthy meal
preparation
assistance

Hom
-Reduce scr:
time (Television
and internet)
Fig. 15.4 Potential areas for -Encourage
intervention to counter shopper regular family
marketing programs that meal times
influence consumer choices in
the retail food store
environment

On-the-Go

-mobile apps to
encourage
consumer literacy
(e.g., Guiding
Stars program)
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Food Stores

A Robert Wood Johnson/Food Trust (2011) report highlighted several successful
interventions in the retail food store environment to encourage healthy eating. These
include the Snack Smart program in Philadelphia, where community partnerships
resulted in the development of marketing material that could be placed on doors and
windows inside food stores to highlight healthier snacks and beverages. In another
example, the Baltimore Healthy Stores project successfully negotiated the promotion
of specific food items at different times based on the needs of both community
residents and store owners (Gittelsohn, Suratkar, Song, Sacher, et al., 2010). In this
case, foods were promoted around specific themes, e.g., healthy breakfast (low-
sugar cereals), healthy beverage (water), rather than having all food types promoted
at the same time (Gittelsohn et al., 2010).

Another interesting food store intervention, undertaken by Hannaford supermar-
kets, involves using a front-of-package nutrition labeling system to assist consumers
with locating healthy food options (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2011). The
Guiding Stars® system uses a star rating system to indicate foods with the highest
nutritional value, and is currently undergoing licensing procedures for use on social
media websites in addition to mobile application formats.

Although these are successful examples of in-store interventions intended to
improve the consumption of healthier food options, each community would be
well served to hold discussions to determine which modifications to food stores
would also reap (financial) benefits for store owners. In the study area of the lead
author, displays for children’s lunches were typically elaborate and bereft of fruits
and vegetables (Fig. 15.5), while on rare occasions, fruits and vegetables were
found with some targeted marketing for families (Fig. 15.6). Discussions in this
community then could conceivably focus on reversing this trend, with commu-
nity-based organizations highlighting stores encouraging fruit and vegetable con-
sumption, and stores using sales data to examine potential improvements in their
bottom line.

Media/Advertising Literacy

Media literacy can help children to critically evaluate commercial messages and
then, quite possibly, circumvent persuasion influences. According to Moses and
Baldwin (2005), in order to understand advertising, children need to (1) know when
they are viewing advertisements to guard against them; and (2) recognize the pur-
pose of advertising, with the understanding that there are many purposes in mind
(e.g., selling intent, preference, etc.). Such knowledge has been encapsulated in the
persuasion knowledge model (Friestad & Wright, 1994), which predicts that as
audiences gain knowledge about persuasion attempts, they may be able to ignore or
counter argue against the attempt as a way to cope.



Fig. 15.5 Nabisco’s popular Oreo
cookies are advertised in the
familiar setting of a children’s
school bus. The “Pack a smile” logo
encourages parents to include Oreo
cookies in their children’s lunch to
make them happy. These
elaborately designed and appealing
packages and kiosks are rarely used
to advertise fresh fruits and
vegetables

Fig. 15.6 The Chiquita
bananas pictured here are
relatively free of advertising,
although Chiquita, somewhat
unique to fruit and vegetable
suppliers, does include labels
with slogans on their fresh fruit
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A handful of studies have tested the influence of advertising literacy (“persuasion
knowledge”) on persuasion with children. For instance, after children aged 8-11
played a Nesquik chocolate cereal advergame, their recognition that the advergame
was an advertisement and their recognition of the specific brand were assessed
(i.e., persuasion knowledge) (Waiguny, Nelson, & Terlutter, 2012). However, the
results showed that persuasion knowledge (understanding the advergame’s com-
mercial intent) only negatively influenced brand attitudes for the featured brand
when the children were under-challenged by the game (Waiguny, Nelson, &
Terlutter, 2012). For those children who were optimally challenged and having fun,
critical evaluation of the brand did not occur. This finding suggests that the fun of
the game may supersede any literacy effects.

One of the ways to increase media literacy of a specific persuasion attempt is to
create clear and conspicuous disclosures of the advertising. In digital settings such
as advergames, disclosures come in the form of an ‘ad break’ (e.g., from Applejacks.
com KIDS: This page may contain a product or promotion advertisement).

A study by An and Stern (2011) tested whether persuasion knowledge would be
activated when children (aged 8—11) saw or heard an “ad break” (disclosure) while
playing an advergame. Their results showed that even though the ad breaks did not
increase children’s persuasion knowledge, the breaks did reduce the children’s recall
of and preference for the embedded brand.

Using Media to Create Preferences for Healthy Foods

Another way to promote healthy food is to use the same successful persuasion
techniques used by marketers of junk food (e.g., advergames; Dias & Agante,
2011; Hernandez & Chapa, 2010; Pempek & Calvert, 2009). For example, research-
ers have found that after children (aged 9—10) played a healthier version of Pac-
Man (where players were awarded/penalized points for consuming nutritious/less
nutritious snacks), they were more likely than those who played a less healthy ver-
sion to select and eat more healthier snacks after game play than those in the less
healthy condition (Pempek & Calvert). Similar results were obtained among chil-
dren (aged 7-8) in Portugal (Dias & Agante). That is, directly after playing a game
that featured healthy or unhealthy foods, children were more likely to choose the
type of food featured in the game. Therefore, the growing body of research on the
persuasive power of advergames, especially with children, seems to suggest a
direct response of playing the game on more favorable attitudes, preference, and
choice for the embedded products or brands — at least in the short term directly
after game play.
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Family Mealtimes

Families can play an important role in reducing the effects of food marketing on
their children. Taking charge of mealtimes has the potential to have profound effects.
Families that regularly eat together reduce their child’s odds of being overweight by
12% and increases their odds of eating healthy foods by 24% (Hammons & Fiese,
2011) Yet, these are difficult settings for many parents to manage. In surveys of
barriers to sharing meals together, parents report that being able to plan ahead,
controlling children’s behavior, dealing with picky eating, and conflict at the table
often get in the way of a pleasant mealtime (Fulkerson, Story, Neumark-Sztainer, &
Rydell, 2008; Quick, Fiese, Anderson, Koester, & Marlin, in press). In order to
convince parents to turn off the television while eating together, it will be important
to give them the tools to more effectively manage behaviors commonly experienced
during mealtimes. An initiative developed by the Family Resiliency Center at the
University of Illinois has created public service announcements and supporting
materials to address common mealtime dilemmas such as sibling conflict (http://
familyresiliency.illinois.edu/MealtimeMinutes.htm). Other programs to promote
positive mealtimes have identified the need to include tips on how to reduce TV
watching during meals (Fulkerson et al., 2011). In order to fully capture the health
potential of mealtimes, it is essential to give families the tools they require to regain
control of this important event. It may not be sufficient to tell families to turn off the
TV if they are overwhelmed with work responsibilities, have inadequate cooking
skills, and feel powerless in controlling their children’s behavior. A proactive stance
in recognizing these barriers may assist families in making healthier choices for
their children.

Summary

Emerging empirical evidence suggests that the retail food store environment is
increasingly becoming an important medium for the food and beverage industry to
target children and families with various marketing techniques. Due to family
routines which involve food shopping, young children may more often be exposed
to marketing via the retail environment, even if parents prohibit television and digi-
tal media exposures. Improving our understanding of in-store marketing, as well as
other promotions undertaken outside of the stores, is critical for curbing the pur-
chase of energy-dense foods with low-nutritional value that increase obesity risk
among children and their families.
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