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Concern that marketing practices by food companies encourage excessive 

consumption of unhealthy food is not new. Global, capital-intensive corporations 

have the ability to invest heavily in marketing. But the controversy – and confusion – 

surrounding the role of marketing remains. Much of the controversy is based on 

whether food companies are simply trying to fulfil demand, or whether they are 

trying to create demand.  

The marketing activities of global soft drinks and fats food companies are numerous 

and comprehensive. They include techniques to place, price and promote an 

expanding product to consumers.  

 

How specific marketing activities target and affect specific aspects of consumption 

behaviour 

Fast food and soft drinks companies use marketing to encourage: 

 More types of people to consume the product (broadening the customer base);  

 More frequent consumption amongst people already familiar with the product; 

 More volume to be consumed at one time.  

Summary of the effects of the “5P’s” on consumption behaviour: 

 Place is a crucial factor in stimulating more frequent consumption – expanding 

availability means that the product is available to more people.  

 Price combined with package can make a product acceptable to previously 

unexposed populations. It also encourages more frequent consumption, 

consumption in the home, and of larger portion sizes.  

 Product expansion by fast food companies appears in general to have 

broadened their consumer base, and increased the frequency of consumption.  

 Promotional activities aim to encourage consumption in a range of different 

ways. There is a clear distinction between advertising and sales promotions. At a 

basic level, advertising aims to influence consumption by building brand 

recognition, at a more sophisticated level by creating an “emotional bond” with 

customers. Sales promotions are utilised by soft drinks and fast food companies to 

stimulate consumer demand, increase purchase frequency, instil loyalty in 

customers and encourage consumers to try specific drinks or meals.  

 Public relations effects on consumption behaviour can be divided into two types: 

service-related and promotion-related.  
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An outline of possible policy responses 

It is difficult to understand precisely which marketing techniques are more influential 

over the development of an entrenched soft drink and fast food culture. An outline 

for some policy responses are set out below: 

 Place: This report has shown that place is the precursor to all other forms of 

marketing. It follows that limiting availability would therefore be the most effective 

means of limiting consumption. However, from the perspective of freedom of 

choice and freedom to trade, coupled with the existent presence of these 

companies, this is unlikely to be an acceptable solution. Rather, it is suggested that 

a more appropriate policy response would be to consider limiting availability in 

places that specifically target children, schools being the notable example.  

 Price and package: Price has a very real effect on consumption. Although 

increasing prices raises issues of equity, the soft drinks companies are clearly 

attracted to the idea of sizing down package size to attract consumption. 

Increasing the cost of the drink inside the bottle would provide further disincentives 

to size up packages. Excise duties and taxes could have been one possible option. 

Higher taxes can raise prices. In terms of fast food restaurants, restrictions could be 

placed on super-sized value meals.  

 Product: product expansion is a strategy that tailors foods to local markets. It is 

suggested that consumer campaigns for foods with lower fat and sugar content – 

including those for children – is one possible way to move forward. 

 Promotional activities: promotions are heavily targeted to children. Their aim is to 

turn a frenzy for a sales promotion, or a craze for a TV commercial into long-term 

loyalty.  

 Public relations: Public relations activities are also heavily targeted at children. This 

has the potential to build up brand image in a way not easily comprehendible to 

young children. Sponsorship deals and tie-ins should consider the effects of 

signage opportunities and related sales promotions on children, with a potential 

view to imposing limitations. 

In addition to this guidance, this report has two clear recommendations: 

1. That a dialogue begin about whether regulating or setting standards for the 

marketing of fatty, sugary and salty processed foods would be appropriate, and, 

if so, at what scale: local, national, or international. This dialogue should include 

the food industry, alongside international, governmental and non-governmental 

organisations. A starting point for such a dialogue should be a focus on risk 

prevention, as outlined in the 2002 World Health Report. 

2. That an econometric analysis be carried out to gain greater understanding the 

effects of global brands of processed foods on consumption patterns (as oppose 

to local or regional brands), and of the effects of marketing these products 

relative to other factors that influence food choice. 


