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Tackling food marketing to children in a digital world: trans-disciplinary perspectives 

 

Advertising delivered to users on the Internet is tailored either to the content that a 

user is viewing on a site (contextual advertising) or to characteristics and preferences 

of each individual user (online behavioural advertising).  

Brands that feature high in fat, sugar and salt (HFSS) items are found to use such 

specific targeting and marketing approaches.  

 

Children’s exposure to digital marketing of HFSS foods and its power 

Researchers examining food brand websites have found that child-oriented 

webpages frequently promote unhealthy products with dynamic, engaging, 

persuasive techniques.  

 

Impact of food marketing in digital media and children’s ability to counter it 

The impact of digital marketing campaigns is likely to be substantial.  

 

Existing regulation of marketing of HFSS foods and its limitations 

Some countries in the WHO European Region have explicit regulatory policies, but 

many limit their scope to broadcast advertising. Others rely instead on general 

marketing and advertising regulations, which do not specifically address the 

promotion of HFSS foods to children, or on self-regulatory codes of conduct, which are 

often designed and implemented by the food and advertising industries themselves.  

 

What should be done: rights and regulation 

The effects of HFSS food marketing on children in traditional broadcast media have 

been demonstrated consistently. The targeted or personalised nature of digital 

marketing, with its capacity to identify the children who are the most vulnerable to 

marketing messages at their most vulnerable moments, makes it potentially a far more 

powerful influence on children’s preferences and dietary behaviour.  

We have noted that current restrictions are narrowly defined, patchy and often take 

a platform-specific approach. HFSS food marketing is found in unregulated media, 

undermining policy effectiveness. Here we discuss factors that must be considered 

and addressed to tackle HFSS food marketing to children in the digital domain.  

 

http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/322226/Tackling-food-marketing-children-digital-world-trans-disciplinary-perspectives-en.pdf


Key components of effective policies 

1. Acknowledge the duty of governments to protect children online with statutory 

regulation 

2. Extend offline protections online 

3. Define legal age, rather than leaving commercial interests to do so  

4. Define marketing directed to children 

5. Draw on existing legislation, regulation and regulatory agencies 

6. Compel private Internet platforms to remove marketing of HFSS foods 

7. Develop appropriate sanction and penalty mechanisms 

8. Devise cross-border international responses 


