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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

 

Is advertising bad for your diet? 
 

According to Mary Creagh MP, the link between advertising and children’s food choices 

is clear and “we should treat children as children, not as consumers”. She was speaking 

for the motion ‘Advertising is bad for your diet’ at the Debating Group debate at the 

House of Commons on 10 July 2006. The debate was sponsored by the Advertising 

Association and chaired by Maria Miller MP.  

 

Maria Miller pointed out that the motion was extremely timely. First, the consultation by the 

regulator for the communications sector, Ofcom, which was launched at the end of March, on 

its proposals for further restricting the advertising on television to children of food and soft 

drink products closed on 30 June – an event which stimulated significant media interest. 

 

Secondly, the Private Members’ Bill tabled by Mary Creagh MP – one of tonight’s speakers–- 

is set to receive its Second Reading on 14 July.  If adopted her Children’s Food Bill would 

provide the Government with regulation-making powers to restrict the advertising of certain 

foods. 

 

In her opening remarks Mary Creagh stressed that personally she admired the wit and 

cleverness of advertising and chocolate. The Education and Inspection Bill includes a key 

section on nutritional standards in schools. Therefore she is now concentrating on the 

relationship of children and diet. A key outstanding part of the proposed Bill is a ban on 

television junk food advertisements aimed at children. Ofcom’s consultation on this ended on 

30 June and she criticised its ruling out of a 9pm watershed. 

 

Mary Creagh is highly concerned about the ticking time bomb of children’s obesity. 

Department of Health figure from 2002 show that 16% of children between the ages of two 

and sixteen were classified as obese and a third were either obese or overweight. Most recent 

figures show that the number of children classified as obese has doubled since 1996. One in 

four 11-15 year-olds are now obese. If the rate of obesity increases at present levels, we can 

expect half of all children to be obese or over-weight by 2020.  

 

In the last ten years British children have got fatter, faster than anywhere else in Western 

Europe and the social health and economic implications are genuinely explosive. If you are 

obese as a child you are much more likely to suffer from social or psychological problems. 

And you are more likely to develop type-2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease. Obesity 

already costs the NHS around £1 billion, with a further £2.3 billion in on-costs to the wider 

economy. These costs will explode if we allow obesity to spread unchecked. 
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‘Why is advertising bad for your health?’ Mary Creagh cited first the random selection of 

food advertising leaflets put through her door for pizzas and kebabs – which she abhorred as 

“hardly a balanced diet”. Secondly, she referred to 80% of food advertising on TV being for 

foods high in fat, sugar and salt. Thirdly she claimed that advertisements aimed at children 

work, illustrating this with well-remembered advertising jingles aimed at children such as ‘a 

finger of fudge being just enough’. 

 

She believes that the zeitgeist is changing and parents know that children are easily 

influenced. Mary Creagh cited Ofcom’s research and the Hastings Review, commissioned by 

the Food Standards Agency, which acknowledged a direct and indirect influence that 

advertising has on children’s food choices. She claimed that the advertised diet is less healthy 

and fuels pester power and expressed her concern that ‘Harry’ from The Hedge should be 

appearing on cereal packs. 

 

She referred to an LSE review that concluded that it is only at the age of 11 or 12 that 

children can articulate a critical understanding of advertising and of the intentions of its 

producers. Before that age they view advertising as simply informative. 

 

Mary Creagh quoted conclusions from the Hastings Review e.g. there is a lot of food 

advertising to children; the advertised diet is less healthy than the recommended diet and food 

promotion has an effect on children, particularly their food preferences, purchase behaviour 

and consumption. So food advertising influences children and adults in wanting unhealthy 

junk choices. 

 

Children see a lot of advertisements. Ofcom’s analysis of what children watch demonstrates 

that almost 80% of time watching TV by 10-15 year-olds is outside children’s airtime. 

Among younger children this figure is 57%. Therefore, in her opinion, there is little sense in 

banning junk food advertising only during children’s programming. 

 

Of course advertising is not solely to blame for the rise of obesity. The children’s Food Bill 

contains a broad range of measures designed to tackle the obesity problem. There are myriad 

other factors that contribute including: poor school meals and weak education about food 

including food technology coursers, lack of exercise and poverty. 

 

A Which survey in February 2006 found that three-quarters of parents think that TV 

advertisements for junk foods should not be shown during the times that children are 

watching television. Parents know how difficult it is to resist ‘pester power’ and they know it 

is fuelled by advertising. 

 

Mary Creagh argued that healthy eating needs selling. She wants to see a ban on all junk food 

advertisements before the watershed. If advertising within markets is truly about allowing 

consumers to exercise choice, then this provides the strongest argument of all to ban junk 

food advertising. By denying junk food manufacturers the ability to advertise their products 

we would be giving a direct advantage to manufacturers of healthy products and a 

corresponding rise in sales of healthy foods. 

 

She concluded, “The time when it is morally acceptable for advertisers to treat children as 

consumers when selling junk food is nearly over.... Let’s start working together, industry, 

food producers and politicians to tackle the great social and health challenges of our 

generation”. 

 

Responsibility 

 

Opposing the motion, Fiona Dawson, Managing Director of Masterfoods, pointed out that 

advertising is an important and legitimate part of business activity. Most importantly, she 
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reassured the audience that her industry carried it out responsibly and carefully. She also 

offered a reminder as to the purpose of advertising, which does not drive levels of 

consumption. It drives choice of brand. 

 

What people consume doesn’t automatically make them obese or fat. There are many other 

factors involved. The food industry is much more responsible both with its advertising and its 

products than often portrayed. Furthermore, there is no proven direct relationship between 

advertising and bad diets.  

 

 

As a business Masterfoods is committed to behaving responsibly in every part of its corporate 

activity. All its marketing activity is in line with its health and safety aims and Code of 

Conduct. Masterfoods does not advertise to children on TV. When its communication is likely 

to be of interest to children, it takes special care not to undermine parental authority, not to 

emphasise peer pressure and not to generate pestering.  

 

Fiona Dawson commented that whilst the motion was about advertising in general, it was 

worth addressing the specific concerns relating to advertising and children’s diets. Supporters 

of the motion accept that adults can make an informed choice, but argue that advertising 

adversely affects children’s diets. The argument is that if children see an advertisement for a 

chocolate bar on TV, they will want it; if they want it they will get it; if they get it they will 

eat it; and it will make them fat. These four steps purport to show that advertising is bad for 

our children’s diets. Fiona Dawson challenged this simplistic, four-step process, arguing that 

it is naive and wrong. 

 

An assertion used to support the idea of advertising affecting children’s diets is that if 

children see advertising they automatically want the product. Professor Hastings’ 2003 

research is often quoted in favour of the suppositions which support this. However, Hastings 

found that the direct effect on children’s choice was just 2%. Fiona Dawson reasserted that 

there was no room for complacency and that the figure of 2% should be taken seriously, but 

asked if the challenge was to stop children buying chocolate bars, isn’t it worth looking at the 

other 98%? “How many factors apart from advertising account for that 98%?” 

 

As the mother of two small children, Fiona Dawson understands pester power and she 

stressed the importance of parental responsibility: “As parents we have the responsibility to 

look after our children’s diets”. 

 

Children’s consumption of chocolate has been decreasing over the same period that rates of 

childhood obesity have been, and are continuing, to increase. In that case, how can the two be 

directly linked? To fight obesity we need to look at the whole lifestyle. Are children being 

sedentary rather than active? Are they playing with X-Boxes rather than riding their bikes or 

playing football?  Do they play sport at school? It is unreasonable to link TV advertising with 

children’s diet.  

 

She posed a scenario to illustrate this: If a child watches the BBC and plays with advert-less 

computer games all day whilst snacking, are we really saying that he or she would be any less 

likely to be obese and have a bad diet than if he or she had watched ITV or played computer 

games with advertisements? Absolutely not. Surely it is watching too much TV that is the 

problem. It is the sitting around all day not burning off fat and calories that is the problem – 

energy in, but not energy out. 

 

To fight obesity we need to look at the whole lifestyle and to get people to be more active. 

We need to educate people in the importance of maintaining a balanced diet. On this latter 

point, industry is making strong progress. Across industry nutrition labelling is being 

developed using GDA (Guideline Daily Amounts) to allow consumers to make more 
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informed choices. Be Treatwise, a voluntary educational labelling initiative, aims to show the 

role of confectionery in a balanced diet and promote activity. The industry also invests 

heavily in initiatives such as MediaSmart, which is currently being taught in 7000 schools, 

educating children in media literacy. 

 

There are many ways to tackle the problem of obesity: persuade the authorities to stop 

building on playing fields; encourage more sport in schools; get people to take the 20 minutes 

of exercise every day that is highly necessary for a good life style. 

 

There is lack of evidence that TV food advertising gives people a bad diet. The facts are: 

 TV food advertising to children has decreased by 30% since 2000. In that same 

period obesity in children aged 2 to 10 has increased by 25%. 

 In Sweden advertising to children has been banned since commercial TV began, but 

the obesity rate in children is much the same as in the UK. 

 Advertising to children is banned in Quebec, but the obesity rate remains much the 

same as in the rest of Canada where there are no restrictions. 

 

It is incorrect to suggest that the problem of obesity can be solved in any way by regulating 

advertising. Advertising does not have the power to affect peoples’ diets. Only changes to 

lifestyle can and do that. Advertising is an important part of the relationship between 

consumers and producers – if the producer breaks the trust, then the consumers will desert 

them. In this way advertising is a force for good.  If we really want to do something about 

obesity, then there must be a joined up approach led by government which addresses the 

whole lifestyle issue.  

 

Fiona Dawson concluded that she must strongly oppose the motion as “advertising does not 

lead to a bad diet”. 

 

Junk food 

 

Seconding the motion Richard Watts, Campaigns Manager, Sustain, who is co-ordinating 

the campaign for the Children’s Food Bill, stressed the timeliness and importance of the 

debate: timely because Ofcom is in the process of deliberating over just how much to restrict 

junk food TV advertisements, and important because the growth of childhood obesity means 

it is urgent to get to grips with the issue.  

 

He quoted Sir John Krebs, former Chairman of the FSA, who warned that the exploding rates 

of childhood obesity could mean that for the first time in more than a century life expectancy 

may fall, with the real prospect that parents will outlive their children. The social and 

demographic consequences of this debate are serious. 

 

Richard Watts refuted some of the points made about evidence against the motion: 

 The argument that advertising only accounts for 2% of a child’s food preferences is a 

conclusion made in one study into the effects of hand-written signs on the front of 

vending machines in America and nowhere else. 

 The domestic TV industry in Sweden is small and TV advertising is beamed in. 

 The rules in Quebec are poor, and should demonstrate to Ofcom what not to do. 

 

The Hastings Review concluded that there was no robust evidence to support the 2% figure. 

However, if it is true, we know that almost all food advertising on TV is for junk food. So the 

so-called 2% effect of advertising must reflect at least 2% and probably nearer 5% of the 

calorific value of children’s food choices. Other things being equal, this equates to some 40-

100 kilocalories per day, which is in turn, equivalent to 5-12 grams gain in bodyweight per 

day. This means a 2% effect leads to a child’s weight increasing by up to 10 pounds a year. 
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Richard Watts also noted that the media tussle around Ofcom has the Advertising Association 

claiming that advertising does not work He felt that they should not be so hard on themselves 

or their abilities as advertising does have an effect. 

 

He cited the ‘canard’ that there is no such thing as unhealthy food, only an unhealthy diet and 

the argument that we should not demonise junk food. “But isn’t someone’s diet made up of 

the food they consume?” he asked. 

 

He cited a few statistics to illustrate areas of concern about trends in children’s diets: 

 92% of children currently consume too much saturated fat 

 86% of children currently consume too much sugar 

 72% of children currently consume too much salt. 

 

He went on to say that the only way we are going to get closer to children having a balanced 

diet is by cutting out a great deal of the junk food that they eat. Some food is good for you 

and some food is bad for you. Junk food is bad for you and the more of it you eat the worse it 

is for you. And if it is not bad for you why do we self-regulate?  

 

He concluded that although there is some disagreement about just how much advertising is 

bad for your diet, the vast majority of food advertising succeeds in persuading people to eat 

food that is bad for them. Advertising works. Food advertising is currently almost all for junk 

food. Therefore advertising is bad for your diet. 

 

Advertising is good for your diet 

 

Seconding the opposition, John Greenway MP questioned the claims that advertising has 

such a powerful influence in persuading us to purchase and consume foods. He asked, 

therefore, how it was that the biggest single selling item in a supermarket today is not a 

heavily promoted product, but a humble banana – a non-branded, non-advertised product: 

“and may I say a design classic”. 

 

We frequently hear that industry is putting its own profits before the health of the nation by 

advertising unhealthy products to consumers. This is not, however, the case. Industry is 

committed to playing its part in tackling the issue of obesity and has proposed strict new rules 

for itself. Self-regulation does work. 

 

We must take obesity seriously. But it is a complex and multifaceted issue. One of the keys to 

combating obesity is diet, but it is equally one of declining levels of physical activity amongst 

both children and adults across the UK. 

 

The limited amount of research that exists linking TV advertising to obesity has found that the 

direct effect is only modest. It is also unclear from the research whether or not the link that is 

claimed is actually due to the advertising itself. I would suggest a more likely explanation 

might be that TV viewing is a sedentary activity often accompanied by snacking. 

 

John Greenway proceeded to turn the motion on its head, as is often done in debates, to ask 

‘can advertising be good for your diet?’ Advertising pays for the output of a wide range of 

commercially-funded channels, including the public service broadcasters – ITV, Channel 4 

and 5 – and an ever-increasing array of cable and satellite channels, dedicated or niche 

children’s channels amongst them. 

 

Over the last few years broadcasters have invested heavily in a number of healthy lifestyle 

initiatives and promoted healthy messages through their programming. 
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 ITV dedicated 93 hours, including popular programming to promoting Britain on the 

Move over the two years of that campaign which succeeded in motivating 1.2 million 

individuals to participate in the UK’s first national day of walking. At the time the 

British Heart Foundation described the initiative as ‘an outstanding success’. 

 Nickelodeon promotes healthy lifestyle and physical activity messages. Nickelodeon 

initiative incorporates the delivery of positive messages within its most popular 

shows and via a dedicated and purpose-built website. 

 Last year Channel 4 aired Jamie’s School Dinners, calling for the government to take 

action in the area of nutritional standards for school meals, which had a profound 

effect on prompting action. 

 

Broadcasters are highly pro-active and socially responsible. 

 

We know from research commissioned by the Food Standards Agency – the Hastings Review 

– that TV advertising of food only has a modest direct impact on children’s dietary 

preferences – and is only quantifiable to a figure of 2%. Are we really saying that a complete 

ban on TV advertising of food or perhaps halving the number of advertisements for food 

products is a proportionate response to a 2% effect? The number of advertisements that 

children watch has in fact fallen. 

 

He restated the facts:  

 

 We know that calories consumed have fallen over the last few years, but that with 

people being less active, calories expended have declined at an even faster rate. We 

seem to drive ourselves and our children everywhere nowadays and spend more time 

in front of various screens.  

 

 We know that the number of advertisements that children actually see for food and 

drink products has fallen by nearly 40% in the last five years – yet obesity continues 

to rise at an alarming rate – something that should be of concern to all of us.  

 

John Greenway concluded that advertising was not in fact bad for your diet but that it can be 

used to communicate healthy lifestyle messages to consumers. He reasserted that obesity is 

about lifestyle and that a ban on advertising informed by a nanny state is not the answer to 

this problem. 

 

He urged the floor to oppose the motion and “strike a vote for freedom”. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

For the motion 

 

 The contributor’s concern was related to the content of the food that is being 

advertised. He contended that 93% of food labelling is incorrect and foods which 

contain inappropriate ingredients are being consumed The NHS spends £1 billion on 

obesity related conditions, compared with £2 billion on cancer.  

 

He pointed out that the industry does not run major campaigns for bananas or 

potatoes but for ‘chemically enhanced products’, which he claimed to be akin to 

cigarettes. However, he saw light at the end of the tunnel. In a 2005 survey 8% of 

children aged 13-15 said McDonald’s provided their favourite meal. In 2006 this had 

gone down to 1%. 
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The contributor argued: we are so good at getting messages across. Let’s try 

communicating the right messages. 

 

 Against the motion 

 

 The contributor looked back to the end of sweet rationing following the Second 

World War. He pointed out that advertising has been an enormously important driver 

of consumer choice in this process change. He cited Ehrenberg who pointed out that 

advertising is powerful for brands not for markets. It can increase awareness and 

encourage trial, but not persuade. 

 

The debate about advertising of junk food should not be simplistic i.e. junk food bad. 

He referred to the commendable efforts of Sustain in promoting organic foods but 

asked where the distinction came: is an organic burger good or bad?  

 

He further stated that consumers are not helpless in the face of advertising and that 

10 year-olds are perfectly capable of rejecting advertising. Today’s consumers have 

freedom of choice. There needs to be clear information about what food contains, but 

to pick on advertising exaggerates its power. Society should have freedom of 

consumer choice. 

 

 The contributor agreed that obesity is an issue which we need to take seriously and 

advertisers and food manufacturers are concerned with it. Patterns of eating will have 

to change and indeed, manufacturers are changing the composition of their foods. 

 

Hastings studied 32,000 pieces of research and there is no evidence supporting the 

effect of TV on children’s health. Diet does not stand alone. He cited his own sons, 

one of whom puts on weight, whilst the other does not, even though they have the 

same diet and lifestyle. If you tend to put on weight you have to eat less and exercise 

more. Advertising is not going to affect our diet. 

 

The answer is better education regarding food and better sport in schools. Cutting 

advertising is not sustainable and long-term and will destroy many freedoms in our 

society. 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition Fiona Dawson agreed that obesity is an incredibly serious 

issue for manufacturers and parents, but advertising is not the cause of obesity. 

 

She stated that the evidence does not support the motion. Food advertising to children has 

gone down by 30% in the last five years yet childhood obesity has risen by 20% in the same 

period. Childhood obesity continues to rise. Calorie consumption is down, but obesity is still 

up. The problem is that energy is not being expelled. Consumers, parents and society all have 

responsibility in this matter. 

 

 Advertising does not lead to bad diet and bad diet does not in itself lead to obesity. 

 

Summing up for the motion Mary Creagh stressed that she has no argument with advertising 

which she sees as a legitimate part of business activity. Obesity is a multi-faceted problem 

and she recognised that barring of advertisements would not result in sylph-like children. 

 

However, product labelling is being resisted by some junk-food manufacturers and she 

questioned whether the media education being undertaken by some manufacturers was 

corporate self-interest made to look like corporate philanthropy, in an effort to get their 
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message across subtly. An example was McDonald’s initiative to walk children to school in 

bright yellow jackets, familiarising them with the company. 

 

She pointed out that no playing fields could now be sold off without the approval of the 

Secretary of State. However some fields were sold in order to build sports facilities. 

 

Industry is using other media to reach children e.g. below the radar means such as cartoon 

characters like Mr Greedy to promote junk foods or switching to text messages. In addition to 

junk food, she drew attention to the problem of fizzy drinks which destroy children’s teeth. 

 

She reminded the audience that the Labour Manifesto had committed the government to look 

at marketing to children. Regulation was pending for the removal of vending machines from 

school premises. 

 

Mary Creagh pointed out that during the war children had had an incredibly good diet. It was 

the first generation that did not suffer from rickets. 

 

Advertising is not the only cause of bad diet, but it has to look at its effect. Obesity is a life-

changing and life-threatening illness. 

 

Result 

 

The motion was overwhelmingly defeated by a show of hands 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 30
th

 October 2006, sponsored by the International 

Advertising Association. Details from Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 

8994 9177)  e-mail: dblythe@varinternational.com           


