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Gaming the System

As more and more of our children succumb to the epidemic of obesity, and its associated effects on their health, the factors contributing to these trends become ever more important to identify, and control.  One such factor often cited is food marketing to children.  But the 10,000 to as many as 40,000 television commercials children in the US see each year for snacks, candies, sodas, and sugary cereals are yesterday’s news.  Today’s news is on the Internet.

Last week, the Kaiser Family Foundation released a report entitled “It’s Child’s Play: Advergaming and the Online Marketing of Food to Children.”  The purpose of the report- conducted over the past year- was to identify the extent and character of on-line food marketing.  The research was not designed to determine the influence of this marketing on children’s behavior.
The findings were perhaps just what one would expect in these days when more and more of what we do takes place in cyberspace.  Most large commercial food companies that advertise on TV have websites.  Most of these websites offer interactive games in which the companies’ products feature prominently.
To get a taste of this world of advergaming- a word coined for this very trend of blending a marketing effort into a video game- go to www.nabiscoworld.com, www.skittles.com, or www.postopia.com, several of the nearly 100 sites discussed in the Foundation’s report.  A brief visit will reveal that this is not your father’s food commercial.

What makes advergaming unique is its intensity.  Whereas a television commercial passes by in 30 seconds, most children spend 25 minutes or more at an interactive website.  That is a long time to be surrounded by Skittles, or Cocoa Crispies, or Chips Ahoy cookies.  And the exposure is not passive; the children interact in various ways with these products on the various websites.

There is no proof- not in the Kaiser Family Foundation report, nor readily available in any other place the public can access- that advergaming is having adverse influences on the behavior of our children.  But do we really need any?

As I noted on ABC’s World News with Charles Gibson last week, companies that want to stay in business don’t waste their shareholders’ money on advertising practices that don’t work.  According to the Kaiser report, advergaming is spreading and increasing.  That in itself is a good approximation of proof that the practice works.  And if so, it works to persuade our children to eat more of the very foods those of us concerned for their health would want them to avoid, at least most of the time.

While there are some rules to govern online advertising, they are weak, vague, and hard to enforce.  For example, the food industry-sponsored Children’s Advertising Review Unit acknowledges that commercials and other content should be clearly distinguished.  But while that works for television, it doesn’t even pertain to an on-line game, where the commercial and the “other” content are the same.  Web sites must comply with the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act, and for the most part the major companies’ sites do.  But this offers only privacy protection as the name suggests, not protection against adverse influence.
For my comments on ABC’s World News, I have already been attacked on conservative blogs for my “liberal” views on this issue.  By criticizing the dangerous spread of advergaming I am, apparently, treading on individual liberties, personal choices, and autonomy.

Give me a break!  I am a father of 5 fairly bright kids.  I trust their judgment (for the most part).  But I would be a fool to think they are immune to the influence of marketing carefully crafted by highly-trained, highly-paid adults.  Adults who instead of living large on Madison Avenue would be looking for work if they failed to influence my children, and yours.  

I am not such a fool, and advise you against such foolishness as well.  Our kids are not making autonomous choices about what to eat; they are subject to insidious coercion.  Victims of the next-best-thing to brain washing, our kids are not making up their own minds about what to eat; they are asking to put in their mouths exactly what ingenious marketing techniques put in their heads.  Most parents know this phenomenon intimately, as veterans of the “no, I said you can’t have that!” altercation in the supermarket aisle.
What is a parent to do, beyond admitting the certain and corrosive influence of advergaming?  Several things.
First, visit the online sites your children visit.  Get a sense of their exposures so you know what influence to expect, and how to counter it if need be.  Point out to your children the ways in which what seems a game is actually an advertisement.

Second, as your judgment dictates, put some sites off limits to your kids.  As we hear quite often, the Internet is a virtual world.  Just as there are neighborhoods in the real world where you would not permit your kids to wander, there are such neighborhoods on the World Wide Web.  Parental vigilance is as vital to the welfare of children in cyberspace as elsewhere.
Third, teach your children to care about the health effects of food.  Let them know that the food industry is not looking out for them- but just trying to sell something.  They have to look out for themselves!  And to do that, they can’t be vulnerable to every advertising ploy.  For help conveying this message, visit http://www.davidkatzmd.com/nutritiondetectives.asp.  The Nutrition Detectives program is designed for schools, but can work just as well at home.

Large companies spend billions of dollars on marketing.  If it didn’t influence our behavior, they would stop.   If advergaming is increasing, it is working.  But it needn’t work on your child.  After all, it has to get by you first.
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