
Food marketing to children in a digital world 
Methods, ethics, challenges 

Dr. Mimi Tatlow-Golden 

Lecturer in Developmental Psychology and Childhood 
The Open University (UK) 
 



Mimi Tatlow-Golden, OU  
Emma Boyland, U Liverpool 
Monika Zalniurte, U Melbourne 
Elizabeth Handsley, Flinders U 
Jo Jewell, WHO 
Joao Breda, WHO 
Gauden Galea, WHO  
 
Peer reviewed by 
Clayton Hamilton, WHO 
Jennifer Harris, Rudd Center, UConn 
Jonathan Liberman, U Melbourne 
 



Irish Heart Foundation 
Images © Martin O’Brien, O’Brien Creative, Dublin 



The Rights framework 
 UNCRC, 1989 

• Children have rights…  

– to protection of health, of privacy, and against economic exploitation 

– to participation (including in digital media) 

• Parents should facilitate these rights  

• States should support parents in this  

 

• UNCRC, Arts. 3,4,5,12, 13,14, 16, 17, 18, 24, 32 

• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights  

• UN ’Ruggie’ Guiding principles on business and human rights 



Gaps in current regulation 

• Addresses “child-directed”/ “children’s” media, not children’s greatest 
media use  

• Applies to marketing targeted at children, not marketing to which they 
are exposed 

• Nutrient Profiling methods: weak or absent  

• Adolescents rarely protected 
– NB: In social media, everyone’s an adult 

• Digital media rarely addressed 



WHO NP 
74% not permitted 

Not permitted to be marketed…
Permitted

Tatlow-Golden, Murrin, Bergin, O’Brien, Kerr & 
Livingstone (2016) Irish Journal of Psychology  

 
 
 
 

UK Nutrient Profiling (NP) 
53% not permitted 

‘Advertised diet’ on regulation-compliant children’s TV 
Island of Ireland 

Viewing patterns: 4-6 years (NI/RoI)  





 

 



Designed to be addictive 

https://www.ted.com/watch/ted-institute/ted-ibm/nir-eyal-what-makes-

some-technology-so-habit-forming 
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• https://www.ted.com/talks/tristan_harris_the_manipulative_tricks_tech_companies_use_to_ca
pture_your_attention 



Designed to extract data 
Targeted advertising is the 

business model 

Browser sniffing, Browser fingerprinting 

‘Flash’, ‘Zombie’ cookies 

Geo-location 

Device fingerprinting, Device graphs  

Social graphs … & more 





 

Marketing in digital media  

Promotional activity in digital media, maximizing impact with novel creative and/or 

analytical methods  

 creative and social methods to activate engagement and implicit emotional 

persuasion include immersive narratives; entertainment/ humour; augmented reality, 

online games and virtual environments; social network engagement (e-Word-of-

Mouth); and ‘influencers’ popular with children (e.g., YouTube video bloggers);  

 analytics  

 of behaviour: hone marketing communications and maximize creative impact;  

 of emotions, responses, preferences, behaviour and locations: target specific 

groups, individuals, and moments of vulnerability. 

 

Tatlow-Golden, Verdoodt, Oates, Jewell, Breda & Boyland, Public Health Panorama,  
forthcoming 



Buyer ‘personas’ 
Buyer ‘journeys’ 
Contextual data https://www.kunocreative.com/blog/context-marketing-

content-marketing 



Designed to target = greater vulnerability 

Digital ‘natives? Problematic concept… and doesn’t confer protection 





Ethical and legal challenges 
• Children’s data 

• Public or private? 

• Valid consent? 

• Sensitive information 

• Security of processing 

• Withdrawal of data 

• Benefits and harms 

Tatlow-Golden, Verdoodt, Oates, Jewell, Breda & Boyland, WHO Public Health Panorama 
forthcoming 
 



Ireland 

Top 100 retail 

brands: 73 food, 

drink websites  

 

 

Nearly 1 in 5 have 

teen appeal 



Social media marketing 

• Brand Pages – Build a ‘closer 
relationship’ with social 
media users 

• Ask them to be a ‘friend’/ 
‘follow’ / ‘like’ / ‘tag’ 
others… 

• Brand posts appear like 
friends’ news and updates 

 

• User-generated content 



#14 år (14 years) 
85% shared food images 
 
68% energy-dense, nutrient poor 
21% fruit & veg 



Food brands: Facebook ‘reach’ 
among young teens (13/14y) 
 





Engagement 
Emotion  
Entertainment  



1. Amplifies TV & other effects 

 reach 

 recall  

 brand likeability (Facebook, 2015) 

70% increase of TV effects 
(Microsoft, 2013) 

 

2. Greater effects for 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 



Do teens make informed choices? 

Our promise. 

 At Mars we take our responsibility for marketing 
our brands appropriately very seriously.  

… Marketing Code … states that we only promote 
our products to people aged 12 and over as this is 
the age at which we believe that people can make 
informed choices about sensible snack consumption  



Are teens interested in digital 
marketing? 

UK 13-17y online (Logicalis, 2016): 

 

 73% follow brands they like 

 62% click on ads 

 57% make in-app or in-game 
purchases  

 

 Media-literate but… susceptible 
to emotional, networked, social 
effects of advertising 

 



‘Informed choices’? 

 

‘Media literate’ = can recognise 
ads, understand persuasion and 
yet… 

Adolescent developmental needs 

• Social: Connect with peers 

• Biological: More impulsive, more 
responsive to HFSS ads than adults  

• Identity: social media, HFSS foods 
are actively used 

 

Gearhardt et al., 2014, Harris et al., 2009; Harris et al., 2014; Leiss et al, 

2013; McCreanor et al., 2005; Pechmann et al., 2005; Fitzgerald et al., 2010, 

2013; Ionnanou, 2009; Stead et al., 2011; Trew et al., 2005  





In social media, young adolescents… 
 
recall and recognise unhealthy food 
brands more than healthy- or non-food 
brands 
Sheppard, Rooney, Murphy, Boyland & Tatlow-
Golden (under review) 

 
Awareness:  
The first step in the hierarchy of effects  

(Kelly et al, 2015) 



In social media, young adolescents… 
 
… would share content and like profiles 
more that feature food marketing for 
unhealthy items 
 
Murphy, Tatlow-Golden, Boyland & Rooney (in 
preparation) 

 
Unhealthy food items – role in 
adolescent identity 



Examples and parents’ responses 

 

‘They're much more subtle 

than first thought’ 

 

‘I asked my children if they 

see much online advertising 

and they said yes, they did’ 

 

3 in 4 felt regulations 

‘should apply’ online 

 

 



Some caveats  

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/educatio

n/education-news/facebook-survey-children-

disillusioned-social-media-use-less-hmc-

study-a7985391.html 

https://www.ft.com/content/fb66c818-49a4-11e6-b387-

64ab0a67014c 

Children want… 
 
Fewer ads 71% 
Less fake news 61% 
More creative content 55% 
More privacy 49% 
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• https://digest.bps.org.uk/2017/09/20/child

ren-of-today-are-better-at-delaying-

gratification-than-previous-generations/ 

The Marshmallow 
Test  

More self-control? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX_oy9614HQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX_oy9614HQ


Growing up more slowly? Less 
Driving 
Alcohol 
Sexual activity 
Dating 
Working for pay 
Going out without parents 
… not explained by time on homework, and 
may not be related to internet use 

Interaction of all these 

various changes in 

childrenʼs experence 

and outcomes has not  

been explored 



Is the conversation changing? 



 

If they are ‘publishers’ they will be subject to regulation 



https://www.theverge.com/2017/10/3/16410950/facebook-
cambridge-analytica-russia-ad-targeting-restrictions 

“Facebook is largely the Wild West in terms of regulations”  

And yet... 



SUMMARY : The Issues 

• Children’s ‘advertised diet’  
– Even more unhealthy in social media? 

– targeting creates more vulnerability 

• Digital marketing: Engagement, emotion, 
entertainment 
–  Ads grab attention, persuade covertly, subvert media 

literacy 

• ‘Big data’ analytics  
– Amplify power of marketing 

– Target those most vulnerable 

• Users’ “choice” is distorted 

• Parents unaware 

• Researchers’ access denied 

• Children’s rights not respected 

 



 

THE SEARCH FOR SOLUTIONS  

• Research methods, ethics and legality 
remain to be specified in digital media 

• Children and young people – what are 
their practices? 

• BUT … cognitive awareness, attitudes 
likely to be independent of emotional, 
unconscious effects of marketing 

• Healthy apps, marketing, targeting, 
social marketing, media literacy – 
caution required 
 



 

THE SEARCH FOR SOLUTIONS 2 

 

• Privacy and targeting: Why is extraction, 
storage, sale of personal data and targeted 
advertising legally permitted for under-18s? 

• Children/youth as knowing subjects when 
consuming food, data and digital privacy 
information. Are they? 

• Differential susceptibility is critical. 
Vulnerability is washed out in studies 
reporting whole-group effects 
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www.open.ac.uk 

Thank you!  


