
In many countries, the problem of obesity among children and adolescents 
seems to be getting bigger, faster – and it’s up to discerning parents and 
other adults to take a stand.

The rate of childhood obesity is increasing, with prevalence up in both boys 
and girls, from developed and developing countries alike. This is according 
to the 2017 Vitality ObeCity Index:
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THE LINK BETWEEN MARKETING AND OBESITY

Children and young adults are a key target demographic 
for food marketers. This isn’t because they purchase food 
themselves (although many of them can), but because they 
influence the purchasing decisions of their parents – and 
because today’s youth are the tomorrow’s adults.

Data from a number of studies clearly show that food 
marketing to children is effective in that it increases both 
preference for and consumption of the advertised foods. 
So it stands to reason that restrictions on marketing food to 
children can well help to slow increasing childhood obesity.

HOW FOOD MARKETERS  
TARGET YOUR KIDS



OUR FOOD ADS ARE INFLUENCING 
KIDS

A 2017 study published by Wicks et al. in the British Journal 
of Nutrition has taken a closer look at the advertising of 
food and soft drinks to South African children, and also 
how our local nutrient profiling model for restricting this 
advertising measures up. 

TIPS TO TRY COUNTER THE 
INFLUENCE OF FOOD MARKETING

You can’t tell people how to eat healthily if they’re in an 
environment that doesn’t support this. Education is one 
thing, but if you’re constantly being bombarded with 
unhealthy messaging, it ’s really difficult,’ says Dr Mariaan 
Wicks, Lecturer, North-West University’s Centre of 
Excellence for Nutrition.

The fact is – food marketing is everywhere and sometimes 
unavoidable. However, here are some ways you can try and 
limit its influence on your children:

  Don’t give in to demands to buy sugary cereals or fast 
food simply for the sake of collecting a toy – you are 
doing your children more harm in the long run.

  Limit TV-watching, which can expose your kids to a lot 
of fast-food advertising, as well as create a habit of 
encouraging your children in more active or creative 
pursuits rather than sedentary activities such as the use 
of mobile devices or computer games.

  You could also watch kids’ shows with them on catch-up 
rather than on live TV, so you can skip ads.

  Try not to reward them with the promise of junk 
food, which may cause them to repeatedly associate 
unhealthy foods with pleasure and comfort later in life. 
Instead, treat them to fresh, healthier options or to your 
undivided time and attention.

  Support legislation that endorses good nutrition;  
limits the power of manufacturers and distributors  
of unhealthy foods and drinks; and that restricts food 
marketing to children.

Jacques Rousseau, lecturer in critical thinking and ethics  
at the UCT School of Management Studies, reminds 
parents that they have a vital role to play in early childhood 
development, where food choices are being formed:

‘We can’t control everything our children do, but we can 
control some of it. In addition to encouraging healthy 
eating habits and physical activity, leading by example, 
we can attempt to limit time spent watching TV, playing 
computer games and surfing the Internet. We can encourage 
school governing bodies to take healthy-eating choices 
seriously, and hold them to account for not doing so.’ 

‘And,’ Rousseau adds, ‘we can remind ourselves that most 
of the time, it ’s not the increasingly-overweight children 
that are buying food. It ’s us.’ So pass a love for and 
dedication to healthy habits onto your kids, and praise and 
encourage them when they embrace healthy living – good 
health all starts at home! 

CHAT TO HEALTHY COMPANY FOR 
FREE ADVICE

Healthy Company is here for you. Contact us through 
the Discovery app, www.discovery.co.za or 0800 320 420

Heres what they found...

44% of the food ads used 
child actors

20%
of them were aired 
during children’s TV 

shows

Most frequently advertised foods:

52% foods high in fat, 
sugar, salt 

14% unhealthy 
convenience meals

14% Sugar-sweetened 
beverages
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