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A year ago, in late November, 2005, the prestigious Institute of Medicine (IOM) released a long-awaited report on food marketing to children.  Not surprisingly, the committee responsible for this report- which worked on it over a period of nearly two years-concluded that various forms of marketing, from television commercials to “advergaming” (embedding product images into video games), significantly influence the food choices our kids make.

Yesterday, the food industry responded.  The Council of Better Business Bureaus (CBBB) and the National Advertising Review Council (NARC), announced what they described as “two significant developments” in the self-regulation of advertising directed to children under 12.  Namely, a “voluntary self-regulation program” called the Children's Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative was developed to shift the mix of advertising messaging to children to encourage healthier dietary choices and healthy lifestyles. In addition, “significant revisions” to the Self-Regulatory Guidelines for Children's Advertising that strengthen the ability of the CBBB's Children's Advertising Review Unit (CARU), which monitors all advertising directed to children under 12, to provide guidance and oversight to all industry sectors.

Of note, the Council of Better Business Bureaus, the National Advertising Review Council, and the Children’s Advertising Review Unit are sponsored by the businesses they are designed to oversee.  This invites closer scrutiny of the “significant developments” just announced, under which neither holds up all that well.


The second announcement indicates that revisions will strengthen the ability of CARU to provide guidance and oversight.  It does not indicate what that guidance and oversight will be, or specify how compliance will be enforced.  It says, in essence, that the fox guarding the henhouse is at liberty to be more adamant regarding the safety of chickens.


The first announcement addresses the actual content of food advertising to children, and seems more promising at first.  But a careful legalistic mind clearly crafted the fine print for this “initiative.”  For example, the press release issued by CBBB and CARU indicates that “under the terms of the Initiative, participating companies commit to:”
    * Devote at least half their advertising directed to children on television, radio, print and Internet to promote healthier dietary choices and/or to messages that encourage good nutrition or healthy lifestyles.

Note the use of “and/or” and “or.”  By the end of this proclamation, what we have is a commitment by food companies to devote half of their advertising to messages that encourage healthy lifestyles.  This is certainly vague, and need not have anything to do with food.  


To the extent that this announcement by industry is a response to the IOM report, it highlights the weaknesses in that report.  Naturally, the assessment by the IOM was fine work, as is always true of anything they produce.  It very carefully summarized the available scientific evidence linking food advertising to eating patterns, and is further informed by a number of public forums.  Academics, parents, marketers, and food industry representatives all had their chance to testify before the IOM committee.


But the report’s particular strength- careful consideration of scientific evidence- is also its particular weakness.  Much of the data about the effects of food marketing is proprietary, belonging to the companies that pay for the advertising.  The IOM committee could not access such information, and thus was left with lots of gaps in the evidence base from which they were working.  In addition, the report was advisory only, lacking any regulatory authority.

Sometimes, the meanest common sense is a very suitable alternative to scientific evidence, and this is one of those times.  We may reliably conclude that shrewd, hard-headed business executives making 6 and 7 figure salaries are not throwing money away on advertising that doesn’t work!  If marketing food products to kids did not influence their behavior, it wouldn’t be done; and there would be a slew of vacant lots up for grabs on Madison Avenue.  As it is, the last time I walked Madison Avenue, it appeared that business was booming.


Food advertising to children influences their behavior until proved otherwise.  That’s what the IOM should have said, but didn’t.  Citing the available scientific evidence diluted what should have been a scathing assessment of industry intent and practices.


The average child in the United States sees 10,000 or more television commercials for food each year, based on data from the A.C. Nielsen Company on viewing patterns.  The overwhelming majority of these are for the very foods any responsible and concerned adult would advise a child to avoid more often than not: sugary concoctions for breakfast, fast foods, snack items, and candies.

The recommendations of the IOM are all reasonable, but tepid.  They call upon the food industry to regulate itself better than it has to date.  They ask specifically for a bit more diligence by CARU, as it provides guidance to food companies.  In the newly announced initiative, the IOM appears to have gotten just what it requested.  But while CARU has FDA and FTC rules to satisfy, it is supported and run by food companies.  It frequently bends the rules, and occasionally breaks them.

What the IOM did not say, but should have, is that marketing anything directly to young children incapable of making mature judgments about what is, and is not, good for them is a questionable practice.  And in this age of epidemic obesity and widespread “adult onset” diabetes in children, the marketing of junk food to children is almost shockingly irresponsible.  Society, acting through the government, should strictly regulate what can and cannot be marketed to children, and how.  

Imagine if we had no food marketing to children and were convening a group to decide whether or not we should, and what the permissible bounds of it would be.  The last people we would think to leave the decision-making to would be those who have something to sell!  This is a group with an obvious conflict of interest; they simply can’t be entrusted to prioritize the welfare of children over profit.  This is not an indictment.  The business of business is business, not public health.  
To recognize how far our society has transgressed with regard to food marketing aimed at children, imagine if we treated pharmaceuticals the way we treat food.  SpongeBob could try to talk kids into using a particular remedy for cold or flu as they watched Nickelodeon.  SpiderMan could pitch a particular headache remedy that works for him, during Saturday morning cartoons.  Perhaps Dora the Explorer could peddle Ritalin to kids feeling too restless to sit still and watch her show.

If you find the notion of marketing drugs directly to kids objectionable, ask yourself why.  Is it because drugs are ingestible substances with a potential to do harm if used inappropriately?  Sounds a lot like certain foods, except that the drugs can actually confer a health benefit when used judiciously- and that criterion leaves some foods out.  Is it because parents should really decide whether or not their kids take a medicine?  Or is it because children lack the judgment to distinguish advertising from statements of fact?
Some may argue that regulating food marketing to children is tantamount to being the food police.  Their battle cry is “personal responsibility,” the contention that parents should deal with the effects of marketing as they see fit.  I wonder if they think our kids are fatter than ever before because parents are less responsible than ever before.
If not just the loop-hole filled letter, but also the spirit of the new industry announcement winds up being fulfilled, there may be real and meaningful progress.  Concerns about what the announcement actually requires of food companies does not eradicate hope that they will actually meaningful and responsible reforms.  The proof of that is, as they saying goes, is in the pudding- and in this case, the commercial in which the pudding is featured.
The IOM called on the food industry to shift its efforts to the promotion of foods that will promote, rather than undermine, the health of children.  They suggest that Dora the Explorer and her kin be used for good, rather than ill.  But their recommendations left the decision-making to the food industry itself.  With stockpiles of everything from Cheese Doodles to chicken fingers to peddle to our kids, that plan appears to have left the fox in charge of the henhouse.  
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