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Abstract: Food advertising to children is recognised worldwide as contributing to obesity in children.
Much of the research in this area has been carried out in US, UK and other developed countries that are
fighting the obesity epidemic. The phenomenon is, however, not restricted to the developed world only,
but is now trickling down to the developing countries, such as India. Therefore, it is pertinent that
necessary measures are devised and implemented so that Indian children may not face the same
situation. At present, when governmental regulations are less forthcoming and marketers are enjoying
the potential offered by a huge and untapped market for western foods, it becomes imminent for the
parents to intervene and protect their children from banal effects of food advertising. Therefore, the
present paper seeks to review various studies conducted in this area to highlight the need for TV viewing
mediation by parents in the Indian situation.
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1. Introduction

Children constitute a distinct and valuable set of consumers such that marketers try to build strong
linkages with them directly through advertisements. Children are found glued to TV sets for many hours
each day (Gortmaker et al., 1996) and are exposed to thousands of commercials each year (George, 2003;
Kunkel et al., 2004). On analysing the content of TV ads, researchers have revealed that a large number of
food ads are aired on children’s network as well as prime time television that children watch (Arnas,
2006; Harrison and Marske, 2005; Morgan et al., 2008; Stitt and Kunkel, 2008). A concern here is due to
the reason that commercials for candies, snacks, sodas and sugared cereals are largely aired as compared
to commercials for more healthy or nutritious foods (Kunkel and Gantz, 1992; Kunkel et al., 2004; Kelly et
al,, 2007). Sweetened breakfast cereals, candy, desserts, low-nutrient beverages, and salty snack foods,
referred to as ‘Big Five’ foods are the most commonly advertised products to children and are also the
items most frequently requested of parents (Cairns et al, 2009). Advertisers generally use appeals
focussing on fun, fantasy and humour to build associations of children with brands, without actually
stating out the nutritional aspects of these foods. More so, children popular cartoon characters and
celebrities are featured in ads to endorse and promote these products. They are also very successful in
persuading children to buy the advertised foods.

Television commercials and prime-time programmes have thus been identified to largely influence the
types of food that children ask their parents to buy, the food that they buy themselves and consequently
consume. Therefore, such high levels of exposure to food ads while watching television promote obesity
at multiple levels. Firstly, television viewing itself promotes snacking. Secondly, food commercials aired in
between also trigger the desire to take energy rich food. Thirdly, sedentary TV viewing reduces
metabolism in children and fourthly, excessive TV viewing displaces time for other outdoor energy
expending activities in children. Although a direct causal link between advertising exposure and obesity
in children is debated, yet, the researchers largely agree that advertising does contribute to the problem.

Excessive weight in children is being witnessed throughout the world (WHO, 2000) and is often referred
to as ‘globesity’. Obesity levels have reached alarming/epidemical levels in USA, UK, Australia and Europe
so much so that a host of actions are being taken to fight the problem. Nevertheless, the quantum of
obese/overweight people is also rising in the developing world. Though, China, Fiji, Thailand, Malaysia,
and Philippines are even ahead of India, yet, the proportion of overweight people is rising in India
(Consumers International, 2008). Obesity levels, as observed in parts of India have increased from 7.4%
in 2002 (Kapil et al., 2002) to 22.0% in 2007 (Sharma, Sharma and Mathur, 2007). Obesity is a serious
threat to children’s health as it often leads to increased incidence of heart diseases, stroke, Type II
diabetes, and poor oral health in children. For India, Yach, Stuckler and Brownell (2006) estimated that
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Type 1l diabetes would rise by 134% in India as compared to 36.5% in US and 76.5% in China. Owing to
the seriousness of the issue, some systematic reviews have also been carried out by previous researchers
independently or commissioned by bodies like OFCOM, WHO, etc. to minutely investigate this issue (for
details see Hastings et al. 2003; Livingstone and Helsper, 2004; Scragg et al., 2006; Cairns et al., 2009).

Besides other factors (mainly genetic), targeting children through advertising is identified to contribute
to obesity. It is pertinent to note, in this respect, the factors which are specific to India. Income levels in
India are rising particularly due to the increase in the number of dual career families. Rising education
levels contribute to delayed marriages and children are born into “time poor” families, where
affordability of food is not a problem. The parents themselves are tech savvy, and so do not hesitate to let
out their children to tech savvy products as television, computers, home theatres etc. So, television steps
into the life of children by acting as an ‘electronic babysitter’ for them. Children watch a lot of television in
the pre-school years itself. As their association with the television builds up, they get more informed
about new products, prices, features etc., such that they assist family purchases or make independent
purchases for the family (Soni and Singh, 2003). Food/grocery purchases specifically are made by them
independently or heavily influenced by them. As they grow older, they even spend out of their own pocket
money. In such a situation, marketers focus on children while framing food messages and target them to
promote foods (which are largely considered energy dense and unhealthy). Parents are the first party to
bear the brunt of advertising influence. They face a large number of product requests which are difficult
to honour (Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2005). More so, they are also concerned about the health of their
children. So, the situation entails that necessary steps must be taken to protect children from ubiquitous
food advertising as it contributes to obesity and leads to serious health problems in them.

In the background of the foregoing discussion, the present paper seeks to revisit some of the studies
already conducted in the context of effects of food advertising on children and the nature of parental
mediation desired as can mitigating the negative effects of exposure of children to food ads. It is further
sought to bring out some of the research issues that must be addressed by future research in India.

2. Literature Review

A review of previous studied related to parental concerns and mediation of TV viewing, type of mediation,
effect of communication and other related variables on mediation is presented in this section.

Parental mediation of children’s food and TV viewing: Parents are seen to be especially interested in
promoting good nutrition habits for their children (Gillespie, 1989). Therefore, they mediate and control
the type of products/brands that children can buy. Berey and Pollay (1968) noted that parents generally
act as intermediary purchasing agents for the child. They found that the mother played a “gatekeeper”
role and bought cereals that weighed strongly on nutrition. In cases of disagreement with the child over
brand decisions, the mother tried to superimpose her preferences over those of the child. Chan and
McNeal (2003) in a study of Chinese parents also reported that parents exhibited strict control over the
kinds of products that children can or cannot buy. Fiates et al. (2008) found that parental control over
children’s food choices was exercised by, a) simply not buying what children wanted, b) buying but
restricting access to them at home, c) trying to educate, negotiate or force children, or, d) appealing to
children for health reasons. Apart from gatekeeping of foods that children can/cannot buy, parents also
take mealtime actions to prevent overweight in children. Hendy et al. (2009) showed that parents set
snack limits, ensure daily fruits and vegetables availability and use fat reduction actions during meals to
ensure consumption of nutritious foods by their children.

Strict parental control over children’s diets may however be impossible as increased exposure to food ads
on television may build a strong preference/desire (may be hedonic) for advertised unhealthy foods.
Frequent denials by parents may then be impossible and also result into parent-child conflict. Therefore,
it is imperative that parents also mediate children’s TV viewing to reduce exposure to food ads. Parental
mediation of food advertising to children on TV is largely under-researched. Researchers have assessed
occurrence of TV mediation, generally, in home settings (Bijmolt et al. 1998; Valkenburg et al. 1999;
Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2003; Barkin et al., 2006). They have found that parental mediation moderates
parent-child conflict (Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2003, 2005). When parents try to mediate TV viewing they
commonly indulge in active mediation or restrictive mediation. Active mediation refers to discussion of
media content with children which may include the positive or negative aspects of media. Restrictive
mediation refers to control of content or frequency of TV viewing. Some parents also indulge in ‘co-
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viewing’ which means watching TV with children (Nathanson, 2001). However, this may not be used as a
mediation strategy by parents always. Parents are able to reduce negative consequences of exposure to
ads by active mediation as discussing program content with children helps the child to evaluate the
program and stimulates children to learn more from TV (Wiman, 1983; Bijmolt, Classen and Brus, 1998;
Valkenburg et al, 1999; Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2003, 2005). It is also noted to increase children’s
comprehension of advertising (Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2005). On the other hand, parents who resort to
restrictive mediation tend to reduce the time children spend viewing TV (Van den Bulck and Van den
Bergh, 2000). It has also been found that a high level of control of TV viewing (restrictive mediation) is
seen to result in lower understanding of TV advertising (Bijmolt et al., 1998). Jordan et al. (2006) found
that a majority of parents (59%) used multiple mediation approaches in order to reduce children's TV
viewing time. Their study revealed that both instructive (active) and restrictive mediation approaches
had positive associations with increased awareness about negative media effects. They mostly used
content restrictions, or placed time restrictions, while only a small proportion of parents restricted access
to TV by not putting a TV in the child’s bedroom. Some other strategies such as linking TV viewing to
desired behaviour of the children were also reported to be used by nearly half of the parents.

As regards mediation of food ads, Buijzen (2009) in a diary study of 234 parents of 4 to 12 year old
children in Netherlands investigated how different styles of advertising mediation (active vs. restrictive)
moderated the relation between children’s advertising exposure and their consumption of advertised
energy dense food products. It was found that active mediation was considerably more effective in
reducing advertising effects than restrictive mediation in younger (4-8 years old) as well as older children
(9-12 years old). However, among younger children, restrictive mediation was also effective in reducing
the relation between advertising and food consumption. Therefore, it was concluded that with critical and
open discussion about advertising and control and rule making about consumption, parents can reduce
the impact of food advertising on children’s energy-dense food consumption. Restrictions of advertising
exposure were effective among preschool and early elementary school children, but not among the older
children.

Mediation by parents varies across families according to attitude towards advertising, nature of
communication and parenting styles in families. Wiman (1983) explored the role of parental interaction
and control of TV viewing on children’s responses. He found that mothers who held more negative
attitude towards advertising exercised stricter controls on their child’s TV viewing behaviour. Their
children also exhibited better understanding of the purpose and nature of advertising and made fewer
purchase requests. These mothers were able to create an atmosphere for a child which was conducive to
learning about advertising, more critical of commercials and so discouraged purchase requests. Rose,
Bush, and Kahle (1998) also confirmed similarly. On comparing US and Japanese mothers, they found that
American mothers held more negative attitude towards both advertising in general and children’s
advertising in particular, and kept close control of the children’s viewing habits as compared to their
Japanese counterparts. Mukherji (2005), on comparing the means of Indian, American, and Japanese
mothers (from Rose et al’s (1998) study) found that Indian mothers had the least negative attitudes
toward television advertising as well as children’s advertising. They also had least control over their
children’s television viewing of the three groups of mothers and had more discussions with their children
than her Japanese counterparts. The positive attitudes of Indian mothers toward television advertising
was attributed to the fact that ads were associated with fulfilling utilitarian roles in informing and
educating the viewer about new product offerings.

The impact of nature of communication in families on mediation of TV food advertising was investigated
by Buijzen, Bomhof and Schuurman (2008). They found that consumption related communication (more
particularly socio-related communication) was considerably effective in reducing the effect of advertising
exposure on consumption. However, more research is needed to investigate the role of communication in
mitigating the negative effects of food advertising on children.

As regards effect of parenting styles on mediation methods used by parents, Carlson (1998) found that
authoritative mothers, who are both restrictive and warm, are more likely to support parental
responsibility to mediate effects of TV on children. Carlson and Grossbart (1988) reported that parents
are getting more permissive and authoritative in their parenting styles. These findings were further
corroborated by O’ Dougherty, Story and Stang (2006) who observed that when parents do not honour
purchase requests while co-shopping with their children, the refusal strategy includes saying a soft “no”
or a non-verbal “no”, ignoring, walking away or telling the child they do not need the food item.

173



3. Other factors affecting parental mediation of TV advertising

Mothers have been seen to be primary care givers to children and thus associated with mediation of TV
viewing and mothers’ reports have, therefore, been generally taken. Choice of a mediation strategy is seen
to vary across some demographic variables. For example, highly educated parents are more likely to
restrict TV viewing (Wiman, 1983; Valkenburg et al, 1999, Nathanson, 2001). Parents with younger
children are seen to mediate more as compared to parents of older children (Valkenburg et al, 1999;
Barkin et al., 2006). Parents have been reported to use instructive mediation more often with younger
children (Barkin et al., 2006; Jordan et al., 2006). Parental concerns about the effects of media exposure
affect the amount and style of mediation they use. Boys and girls have been reported to perceive and react
differently to similar patterns of parental guidance (Van den Bulck and Van den Bergh, 2000). High socio-
economic status is also associated with higher mediation (Wiman, 1983).

In addition to demographics, parents’ nutrition knowledge is also seen to be related to use of TV during
meals. Coon et al. (2001) found that parents who are high on nutrition knowledge and perceive food ads
to promote consumption of unhealthy foods, do not use TV during meals. While parents who prefer ready
to eat meals/pre-prepared meals or food brought from outside, that is, score low on nutrition knowledge
do not mind if TV is on during meals.

In order to mitigate the negative effects of foods promotion through TV advertising, it is essential that
parents have sufficient time to interact with children. Another associated condition is that the parents feel
the need to indulge in active/restrictive mediation or co-view children to make them understand the
purpose and intent of ads. Jordan et al. (2006) found that although parents felt that reducing TV time
would have a positive impact, yet, they either did not perceive the need to restrict TV viewing or felt that
watching TV is fun, relaxing, family activity or keeps children safely occupied while parents complete
their chores. In a study by Fiates et al. (2008) also, children felt that their parents did not control the
number of hours spent on TV viewing. Verma and Larson (2002), in a study in India, also noted that
watching TV by youth is typically a family activity, occurring in a context in which parents’ supervision
and influence is likely and where co-viewing happens to reduce daily stress experienced by family
members.

4. Discussion

Marketers spend huge sums while advertising foods to children. Instead of seeking a direct, short term
response from children whereby food advertising leads to purchase and consumption, marketers use a
gamut of practices (advertising and other forms of promotion) to influence food choices permanently.
Such attempts affect lifestyles, habits, peer norms, food perceptions, familial decisions and cultural
expectations (Livingstone, 2005). Pingali (2006) purports that food demand in Asia is getting increasingly
westernised and adoption of this pattern of diets is reported to promote obesity in developing countries
(BBC, 2000). Children are more vulnerable for they may not be as sophisticated consumers in developing
countries as their western counterparts since advertising focussed at them is a relatively new
phenomenon. The impact of creative elements in advertising on attitude of children remains largely
unexplored in India (Kaur and Singh, 2006). Still, marketers use the same degree of sophistication in
reaching them (Witkowski, 2007).

Parents have been found to express concerns about children’s advertising (Carlson and Grossbart, 1988),
quality of foods advertised (Burr and Burr, 1976) and advertising of unhealthy foods when children
watch TV (Morley et al., 2008). A vast majority of parents are in favour of a reduction of the number of
advertisements during children's broadcasts. Parents support that foods advertising to children should be
strongly regulated and that the government should introduce stronger restrictions on food advertising at
times when children watch television (Morley et al., 2008). There is, however, too little regulation
controlling the programme to advertising ratio especially during children’s programmes in developing
countries including India (Consumers International, 2004). Though there are codes for advertisers, set up
by Advertising Council of India (ASCI), yet, strict enforcement of them is less forthcoming and self
regulation is the norm for the industry. Consumers’ International report (2008) concludes that self
regulation pledges by industry players are only ‘confusing’ as they are implemented without giving
adequate nutritional information to parents.
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Such a situation, in which children do not understand the intent of commercials or deception in
advertising, and get swayed by the appeals used to target them, lead us to questions such as—“who should
take up the responsibility of protecting children?” and “how this objective can be achieved?”. India, which
presents tremendous opportunities to the entire world today shall face obesity epidemic, much like the
developed world as it treads on the progress trajectory, if timely action is not taken. When media literacy
programmes for children, government legislations and enforcement, and self restraint exercised by food
marketing companies are inadequate; the parents need to take up the responsibility of mediating the
effects of influence of ads on their children on their children. This is all the more relevant for the fact that
parents are most interested in good health and well being of their children. Thus, they need to devote
time to children’s activities. The joint/extended family system in India also provides great support in
supervising children and modifying their media habits. Grandparents can share quality time with
children, can cook their favourite foods and serve as effective caregivers to children, thus reducing the
burden on time-poor parents. At least in tier II cities, towns and villages, food habits are still largely
traditional that are influenced more by local cultures as compared to the western culture. The situation
can be brought under control more easily as Verma and Larson (2002) report that Indian adolescents
spend less than two hours watching television. For the same reason, possibly, Fiates et al. (2008) also
found in Brazil, which is fast developing like India, that TV viewing does not stop children from indulging
in physically active pursuits. This presents considerable opportunities for controlling the situation and
preventing future generation of India from turning obese and disease prone. Research investigating these
issues needs more attention of researchers in India. Therefore, future research in India must specifically
focus on

e Level of awareness and concern in parents about media content directed at children.

e The extent of independent TV viewing allowed to children.

e Patterns of interaction between parents and children and nature of communication in families in
light of the fact that though the proportion of nuclear families is rising in India (particularly in
metro cities), still, a large proportion of families continue to be joint/extended families whereby,
extension in family is generally sought for meeting childcare requirements (Ram and Wong,
1994).

e The perceived need for mediation as recognised by parents. Also, other barriers to mediation
like lack of time, less involvement in child’s activities etc.

e Parents’ attitude towards nutrition content of advertised foods, their own food preferences and
concerns to maintain healthful diets for their children.
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