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A Spoonful of Restraint to Help the Cereal Ads Go Down

The Kellogg Company announced last week, to considerable media fanfare, that it would place voluntary restrictions on its marketing to children.  This restraint is intended to help the ads for cereals containing spoons full of sugar go down at a time of ominous and fast worsening rates of childhood obesity and diabetes, and to avoid a lawsuit threatened by the Center for Science in the Public Interest, the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood, and two Massachusetts parents.  As much about self-defense as public health, the Kellogg initiative is a good start, but much more needs to be done.

Kellogg has committed to reformulate some products so that they are more nutritious, and to avoid marketing less nutritious products in TV, radio, print or Web site ads that reach audiences at least half of whom are under age 12.  The criteria products need to meet to be considered suitably nutritious are: less than 200 calories per serving; no trans fat and no more than 2 grams of saturated fat; no more than 230 milligrams of sodium (for some reason, Eggo frozen waffles are exempted from this one); and no more than 12 grams of sugar, not counting sugar from fruit, dairy and vegetables.


It occurs to me, as it may to you, that at least one rather important criterion is missing from this list.  Namely: what WILL be in these allegedly more nutritious foods?  Will they be a concentrated source of whole grain goodness?  Will they provide a generous amount of fiber?  We don’t know.  All we know is that whatever they contain, it will be somewhat less sugary, salty, and fatty than before.  This is not a highly robust definition of nutritious.

But any restraint practiced in the realm of food marketing to children is welcome.  The practice has become highly contentious, as evidenced by the lawsuit threatened against Kellogg, and has been getting a lot of attention.  The prestigious Institute of Medicine convened a panel to address the topic that issued strong recommendations for restricting food marketing to children in 2005 (http://www.iom.edu/CMS/3788/21939/31330.aspx).   
And with good reason. 
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.
That’s because the fox is in charge of this henhouse.  Guidelines for food marketing to children largely originate with the Children’s Advertising Review Unit, known widely as ‘CARU.’  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.
Kellogg, the number 1 cereal maker in the US, is among the major players in this space.  The company had $11 billion in sales last year of not just cereal, but also snacks under the Kellogg's, Keebler, Pop-Tarts, Eggo, Cheez-It, Rice Krispies and Famous Amos brands.  Roughly 50% of Kellogg products, and a third of their cereals, that have to date been marketed to children do not meet the new criteria.
But that, of course, means that 2/3 of Kellogg cereals currently do meet the criteria.  Which makes me wonder whether the criteria were based on solid, objective standards of good nutrition, or on the company’s product inventory.  Maybe Kellogg just put the line where it would leave a high percentage of their products on the right side.  Frosted Flakes, for example, and Rice Krispies with Strawberries already meet the new nutrition standards.  Stated bluntly, many products that meet Kellogg’s criteria certainly don’t meet mine, and my kids don’t eat them.
My friends and colleagues at the Center for Science in the Public Interest seem pleased with Kellogg’s concessions.  They note on their website that ten other food companies should have similar initiatives to announce soon (http://www.cspinet.org/new/200706141.html). 
But while I join with CSPI in celebrating this modest advance, I consider it a very modest advance indeed.  Personally, I think we need a single, objective, robust gold standard for overall good nutrition.  Not based just on what is not in a food, but on what is.  Not just how little bad stuff, but how much good.  I think this standard should be conveyed in simple symbols on every bag, box, bottle, jar and can in the food supply.  And I think it should be used to set universal standards for what foods can and cannot be marketed to our kids.
Some 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.
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.  I had a meeting on Madison Avenue last week, and as far as I could tell, business was booming.
The IOM report calls on the food industry to shift its efforts to the promotion of foods that will promote, rather than undermine, the health of children.  A commitment by Kellogg to avoid peddling to children an excess of nutritional harms is progress, but doesn’t exactly place them in the vanguard of nutritional health promotion.  At a time when our children face more potential lifetime harm from eating badly than from alcohol, tobacco, and drugs combined- that’s where every company, along with every politician, parent, and grandparent- ought to be.
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