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Abstract 
 
This paper reports on a Swedish research project Marketing of unhealthy food directed to 
children, the aim of which was to survey the nature, amount and placement of advertisements 
that encourage children to buy food in different media. We found that a lot of the marketing 
of foodstuff concerned unhealthy food. The Internet is a particularly seductive channel and 
the limits between advertisements, editorials and non-profit information is vague and difficult 
to define. Children are encouraged to devote themselves to consumption through the offered 
on-line activities, games, kids-clubs and competitions on the net: “Eat as many sweets as 
possible” , “Fry as many hamburgers as you can and you will win the game” . Internet is a 
commercial arena with huge marketing potential and no regulations. Undeniably it needs 
further attention and close observation, and we can’ t expect our children to be the watch dogs.  
 
 
1 Introduction 
 
There are few things today that set off public debate as easily as issues about food, children, 
and advertising. Research in this field is controversial no matter what stand is taken. This 
paper presents a recent Swedish research project: Marketing of unhealthy food to children. 
This is the first extensive survey on child-targeted advertising in Sweden and the project 
gained a lot of attention in the Swedish media in 2006. 
 
The project has framed within two research discourses. The first discourse deals with the 
rising rate of obesity in children and is concerned with public health, while the second 
discourse is about children as consumers, advertising and an increased commercialised 
childhood. The two perspectives are briefly outlined below. 
 
 
2 Obesity and food adver tising 
 
The rising rate of obesity in children is now a well-known fact in western countries. In 
Sweden, the numbers are as worrisome as in many other countries. Obesity in ten year-old 
children has increased by six fold in Sweden during the last twenty years. Studies show that 
between 15 and 25 % of Swedish children (8–10 years old) suffer from being overweight, and 
approximately 5 % of children are obese (Jansson & Danielsson, 2003; Livsmedelsverket, 
2005a). From a European perspective, Sweden is still however not among the top countries 
(we are number eleven), that has the highest numbers of overweight children. Mediterranean 
countries top the list for obese children, according to a survey by the International and 
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European Association for the Study of Obesity (EAOS) (Lobstein, Rigby et al., 2005). 
Politicians and health professionals are worried about this ‘epidemic’ , but the citizens 
themselves seem little worried about the issue. They neither worry about their personal health 
nor their children’s health. Surprisingly, a recurrent European consumer survey shows that 
European mothers neither rank ‘being overweight’  nor ‘obesity’  as particular concerns when 
it comes to their children’s health status (GfK, 2006), although they may take this into 
consideration with children other than their own. 
 
The mass media may have one of their strongest effects in society by putting an issue on the 
agenda. The Theory of Agenda Setting can help us explain the public’s risk awareness. The 
theory postulates that people’s awareness and fear of a certain social problem depends on the 
media coverage of that particular topic, the amount of space the issue gets and the frequency 
of reporting (Rogers, Dearing et al., 1991). A Swedish study (Sandberg, H, 2004) shows that 
the issue of obesity was scarcely reported in the Swedish press until 2001 despite it’s growing 
proportions. Moreover, obesity was framed as an aesthetic rather than a health problem. This 
might explain why the Swedes themselves didn’ t take excess weight and obesity as a serious 
health issue. 
 
In November 2003, as a result of the increase in prevalence of obesity in Sweden, the Swedish 
National Institute of Public Health (SNIPH) and the National Food Administration were 
commissioned by the Swedish government to produce a plan of action for healthy eating 
habits and increased physical activity in the Swedish population. The plan was presented in 
February 2005 and proposed more than seventy measures to be taken (Livsmedelsverket, 
2005b). A few of them concerned food promotion directed to children. It was recommended, 
for instance, that Sweden should initiate work at the EU level to ensure that TV food 
advertising targeted at children be banned throughout the EU. The prerequisites for restricting 
food marketing activities targeted at children need to be examined and trends in marketing 
must be continually monitored. No systematic analysis by independent parties of Swedish 
food marketing1 had been carried out until November 2005. 
 
 
3 Children and adver tising 
 
Ever since children in the early 1900s where recognized as a distinct group of consumers, 
marketers have been interested in developing strategies to influence children’s demands 
(Brembeck, Berggren Torell et al., 2001). The significance of marketing, advertising and 
public relations has steadily increased on a global scale and higher values are attached to these 
activities. Communication has been defined as the most important product, or raw material, in 
our society (Schultz, 2007) and in Sweden alone approximately 70 billion Swedish crowns 
(SEK)2 are annually invested in marketing and communication efforts (IRM, 2007). 
Marketing and advertising have become more sophisticated with new marketing strategies 
(e.g. product placement in movies, SMS-marketing, use of tween trendsetters, false Web 
sites3) and it is even referred to in war-like terms such as “guerrilla”  marketing (Linn, 2005). 

                                                
1 In Sweden, 3 billion SEK (ca. 3 250 000€) are invested in food advertising each year and a third of the sum is 
spent on marketing of unhealthy food stuff, compared to the Swedish Food Agency’s budget for food and health 
promotion which is about 15–20 million SEK a year (ca. 2 millions €) (Ekström & Sandberg, 2007). 
2 About 7 000 000 000 €. 
3 Some companies create ‘ false’  web sites so it looks as if a kid has created it. It is an ad but it looks as if it is a 
child being personally about life, friends, hobbies and so on. Brands are mentioned in passing with links to 
commercial sites and young people are in this way misled by clever marketers (Lindstrom & Seybold B, 2003). 
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Since the distinction between items has diminished, it is increasingly difficult today to 
persuade the consumer about the excellence of a particular product. In many cases, the only 
variation is to be found in the brand name or in the colour of the packaging. Diversity is 
instead a construction, and the vision of the good life is being drilled into the audience by 
colourful and exciting advertisements and TV-commercials. Consumerism is the religion of 
late modernity, some say, and its most devout followers are the children (Unnikrishnan & 
Bajpai, 1996).  
 
With the last decades of heavy commercialisation of childhood comes a strong shift, then, 
from children’s objective needs (an adult understanding of what a child needs) to children’s 
subjective preferences and desires (Olesen, 2004). Children persistently nag their parents to 
buy new things and as a result, mothers say they spend 30% more than they intended when 
they go shopping with their children (Wilson & Wood, 2004). This kind of influence or 
harassment is referred to in the consumer literature as children’s pester power (Johansson, 
2005). An American survey suggests that even when parents say no to their children’s 
demands, 60 % of the kids keep asking for things they want on an average of nine times more. 
This strong influence of children on household purchases is estimated to a direct value of 
US$188 billion, and a further US$300 billion coming from indirect influence when parents 
takes a child’s needs vs desires in account when buying things such as home computers, cable 
television etc (Lindstrom & Seybold B, 2003). Children are today well aware of brands and 
products and the social status attached to them. They know what is trendy and cool and which 
brands are not socially acceptable to buy. The peer group is deemed to be a more important 
source of influence when it comes to brand consciousness and brand sensitivity than media 
and parents, at least among teenagers in the US, but the latter two are also related to 
consumption attitudes and consumer socialisation (Nelson & McLeod, 2005). 
 
Research into children as consumers is today an extremely vast area (Gunter & Furnham, 
1998; Sonesson, 1999; Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001; Hansen, Rasmussen et al., 2002; 
Jacobson, 2004; Johansson, 2005). Paralleled with the increased interest in children as 
consumers is the increased concern about the implications of advertising upon children (Fox, 
1996; Unnikrishnan & Bajpai, 1996; Furnham, 2000; Linn, 2005). 
 
The current body of advertising research is immense and complex. Three main dimensions are 
usually involved but even so, if only advertising effects in the last few decades, there are 
nevertheless a considerable number of different studies that vary greatly with respect to 
paradigms, perspectives and methodology. Valkenburg (2000) divides studies on the impact 
of advertising into three groups: 
 

1. cognitive 
2. affective 
3. behavioural effects. 

 
Cognitive effect studies concentrate on a child’s ability to differentiate commercials from 
other media content and his or her capacity to understand the purpose of advertisements. 
Affective studies focus on the appeal of commercials and the trust they generate in children, 
while studies on behavioural effect examine the extent to which the child is persuaded 
(Valkenburg, 2000). 
 
Tufte (2006) splits research on the effects of advertising into two camps: one financed by 
industry and one by public means (Tufte, 2006). The former usually states that children are 
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critical readers of advertising and learn at an early age to define, understand and see through 
the commercial purpose of advertisements and hence they claim that the effects upon children 
are small. Spokesmen for the latter argue for a more cautious attitude. They claim that 
children are sensitive to the influence of advertisements and only gradually learn to recognize 
commercials, still lacking a critical perspective on ads in preschool and primary school. By 
the age of 10 most children have developed an ability to differentiate editorial material from 
advertising and can distinguish TV-commercials from TV-programs, yet they still might not 
be able to explain the purpose. There is no international consensus about the way in which 
advertising influences children and youth. There is however, a consensus among Nordic 
researchers in the field that not until the age of 12 do children fully understand and are able to 
critically scrutinise advertisements and promotional material (Jörgensen, 1992; Jörgensen 
Schultz, 1993; Bjurström, 1994; Tufte, 1999; Furnham, 2000; Jarlbro, 2001). This opinion is 
shared among the participants in the Swedish research project as well. This is not to say that 
children are seen as naïve, but they are often innocent to the workings of the world of 
persuasion. 
 
There is no doubt that advertising plays a crucial role in introducing new products, brands and 
demands among children. There is also empirical evidence that children’s exposure to 
advertising may lead to undesired effects such as purchase requests (harassment), materialistic 
attitudes, unhappiness and family conflict. These unwanted effects can nevertheless be 
reduced by parental mediation of advertising: explaining how advertising works, commenting 
on commercials, and explaining consumer matters (e.g. purchase decisions) (Buijzen, Moniek 
& Valkenburg, 2003a; Buijzen, M & Valkenburg, 2003b; Buijzen, Moniek & Valkenburg, 
2005) 
 
 
4 The competent child 
 
The Childhood literature is also vast (Postman, 1982; Brembeck, Johansson et al., 2004) and 
steadily growing. There has been an increased societal and political interest in children as a 
social category, since the mid 1980’s, and the notion “competent child”  is today a widely used 
term by researchers. It is used in popular language and also by advertisers when it comes to 
children’s interaction with advertising and promotion of consumer goods. The competent 
child is presented in the literature as a container concept (Ellegaard, 2004), in opposition to 
earlier representations of the child as a vulnerable and mouldable person in need of guidance.  
 
The competent child is characterised as an actor taking part in the construction of her social 
reality, not only an object of adult socialisation. Moreover, the competent child is perceived as 
almost equal to grown-ups with their own economic lives. The competent child is defined as a 
‘social being’  (Solberg, 1994; Levinson, 2000; Zelizer, 2002) in comparison to a ‘social 
becoming’  (Buckingham, 2000; Cross, 2002; Cook, 2005). Children have, in early ages, 
developed many adult skills, and are not in need of special protection from the adult world, 
which has been claimed earlier. The description of the competent child binds up with the 
position of the Association of Swedish Advertisers, the organisation that promotes and 
maintains the advertisers© interests on the Swedish advertising market. The organisation make 
claims about marketers’  law full right, according to the freedom of speech, to address children 
with “ information”  about products in the form of advertising campaigns or other promotional 
activity. They also maintain, not surprisingly, that there is no need of further regulations of 
advertising, since children are clever, and not at all easy to lead astray. They regard children 
to be competent and independent consumers. 
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The idea of the competent child is present in the media research literature as well 
(Livingstone, 2002; Strasburger & Wilson, 2002), and binds up with the current view on the 
media audience. The paradigm among media researchers has shifted over the years from 
transmission and effects (a passive view on the audience which actually reduces it to a 
container) to reception and interpretation (an active critical audience) (Carey, 1989; McQuail, 
1997) as to culture and the use of media in everyday life (Lulll, 1980; Morley, 1992; Gauntlet 
& Hill, 1999; Nightingale & Ross, 2003). The audience interaction with and use of media 
differs, as does the interpretation of the media content. Any person who confronts a media 
message (be it news, fiction or commercials) must make sense of and interpret the message, 
which is far from simple and unproblematic. Livingstone says (p. 4) that: “…both 
interpersonal and mediated communication have been increasingly recognised as a complex, 
rule-governed, constructive set of processes”  (Livingstone, 1998). The interpretation is 
different across the life span and dependent on the individual background, lifestyle, and 
context, and so on. Children probably construct various meanings from a certain media 
content, than do teenagers and grown ups. The view of the passive receiver as a black box or 
‘ tabula rasa’ , ready to be filled with ideas and beliefs, is obsolete and replaced by an active 
and critical reader – a competent audience. This idea does not however contradict our attitude 
stated above. Advertiser’s purpose is far from evident and crystal-clear to a child since 
children are not on the same cognitive level as teenagers and adults. Children, below the age 
of twelve, are not as skilled as an adult to see through the ads and keep the flirting images at a 
distance. 
 
 
5 The Study 
 
The project Marketing of unhealthy food directed to children was initiated by the Swedish 
Consumer Association in 2005. The project received funding from the Nordic Council of 
Ministers as well as the Swedish Consumer Agency. Researchers at the Department of Media 
and Communication Studies, at Lund University, were then hired to do the survey. The aim of 
the project was manifold:  
 

1. to survey food advertising directed to children 
2. to construct a survey tool for comparative purposes in other Nordic countries and 
3. to procure information for political decisions and actions. 

 
Since there is a ban, in Sweden, on TV-commercials directed to children below the age of 12, 
the target group was limited to children below this age. The Swedish legislation against TV 
advertising is considered to be the strictest in the world (Furnham, 2000). It has, not 
surprisingly, been criticised a lot by The Association of Swedish Advertisers. A common 
argument against� the ban is that most TV-channels avoid the ban simply by overseas 
broadcasting, where a more liberal view on child-targeted advertising for long has prevailed. 
The Swedish law might be ineffective nevertheless it has a considerable symbolic value, since 
it gives evidence of what is socially accepted and what is not, when it comes to advertising 
and children. There is however a change to be expected, in view of the fact that Ofcom4 has 
put forward a strengthening of the regulation of food and drink advertising on TV, recently. 
The new restrictions have the effect of removing all advertisements for products that are high 
in fat, salt and sugar (HFSS) from all programmes, broadcast at any time, which hold 
                                                
4 Ofcom is the independent regulator and competition authority for the UK communications industries, with 
responsibilities across television, radio, telecommunications and wireless communications services. 
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particular appeal for children up to the age of 16 (OfCom, 2006). This will have impact on 
several actors among others the Swedish TV-channels TV3 and Channel 5, which are 
broadcasted from London. 
 
 
L imitations and sample 
Several media were included in the study: 
 

·  Direct advertising (8 households spread all over Sweden) 
·  TV-commercials (TV3, TV4, Channel 5, Cartoon Network) 
·  Comic papers for children (about 60) 
·  Internet Web sites. 

 
The different sub-studies have been reported in several publications (Sandberg, H., 2006a; 
Sandberg, H, 2006b; Ekström & Sandberg, 2007). This paper will discuss some of the results 
from the Internet study. The Internet survey focused on describing the amount, nature and 
placement of advertising on several Web sites. Data collection took place during a week in 
November 2005. The procedure was tricky since Internet is perpetually transforming and 
never the same. Almost 100 Web sites were visited, and 277 screenshots were saved for the 
analysis. The sample included two different kinds of Web sites. 60% of the sample consisted 
of (I) food related Web sites (e.g. the food industry, restaurants, grocery stores, particular food 
brands) and 40% of the sample was made up of (II) Web sites visited by children for sure5, 
but with no relation to food (e.g. communities, chat-rooms, entertainment sites with on-line 
games). 
 
 
6 Results 
 
The Unhealthy food index (UHF) will be introduced before the results are presented and 
discussed. In the survey all food advertisements where categorised into one of 12 different 
food categories (see list below). 
 

·  Soda-drinks*  
·  Pastry and cookies*  
·  Desserts and snacks* 
·  Candy, crisps and chocolate* 
·  Prefabricated dishes 
·  Cereals 
·  Other beverages 
·  Animal products 
·  Fruits & vegetables 
·  Dairy 
·  Bread 
·  Other provisions 
 

The Unhealthy food index, which is an additive index, was then constructed and used 
consistently in the project no matter which media studied. The index measures the proportion 
of advertisements for unhealthy food, here defined as food which shouldn’ t be over 

                                                
5 This part of the sample procedure was done by the consultancy firm Nielsen Netrating. The food related Web 
sites where selected by the assigner, the Swedish Consumer Association. 
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consumed, and which are high in fat and or sugar. The food categories marked with an 
asterisk (* ) in the list, were included in the index. 
 
The Unhealthy food index (UHF) 
 
= % soda-drinks + % pastry and cookies + % desserts and snacks + % candy, crips and choclate 
 

 
Given that the research was done by media researchers, not nutritionists or food experts, the 
exact nutritive value of each product was not known and couldn’ t be measured. Since there 
are prefabricated dishes of good nutritional value, and others that are considered unhealthy 
and of very poor value, prefabricated dishes as well as fast food were excluded from the 
index. The UHF-index is therefore a rough measurement and gives us an indication of the 
minimum proportion of unhealthy food advertisement in different media. If the prefabricated 
dishes and for instance some of the very sweet or fat dairy products, in addition to cereals 
high in sugar, would be included, the index would for sure raise. 
 
It turned out that the Internet had the highest UHF-score of all the media studied (Sandberg, 
H, 2006b). This means that we found the largest proportion of marketing of unhealthy food on 
the Internet compared to the other media (see below). 
 
Direct advertising  UHF =18 
TV  UHF =20 
Internet  UHF =52 
 
The proportion of ads for unhealthy foods was the same no matter which kind of Web site 
visited. We found proportionally as much unhealthy food marketing for children in the chat-
rooms and on the free game sites, as we found on the sites of the food industry themselves 
(see table 1). 
 
Table 1. Food adver tisement on the Internet (%) 
 
 Food related site Not food related 

site 
Candy, crisps, chocolate 25 23 
Desserts & snacks 15 0 
Soda-drinks 9 15 
Pastry & cookies 3 15 
Animal products 2 0 
Prefabricated & fast food 11 0 
Fruits & vegetables 0 0 
Cereals 6 8 
Dairy 7 0 
UHF-index 52 53 
 
One way of getting children’s attention in marketing is to use children as models in the ads. In 
TV-commercials as well as in the direct mail advertisements we found several examples of 
this. On the Web sites however, children were rarely pictured. This doesn’ t mean that they 
were not present on the Web sites. If there weren’ t any pictures of kids there were instead 
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traces of them (e.g. toys, clothes, drawings, cartoons, hand or footprints of a child), which of 
course also appeals and attracts attention from a child who visit the site.  
 
In many cases we found that the food marketed on the Internet didn’ t get as much space as the 
food exposed in other advertising media. The food sale impetus was not as pushy then as it 
was in the mail advertisements and the TV-commercials. In fact in many cases the 
advertisement or the marketing of food was hard to discover and tell apart from other kind of 
media content such as information on the web. And in some instances the marketing was 
concealed and transformed into pure entertainment. 
 
We found particular brand incentives related to a food item for sale in 70 % of all cases. It 
could be a food mascot, comics strips, membership in children’s club, e-cards, birthday-party 
tip, pottering to keep a child busy, and plenty of material for free download. A few examples 
are presented below. 
 

 
Picture 1. A Web site for unhealthy food directed to children 
 
Picture 1 is a Web site and advertisement for unhealthy food (candy &  chocolate) directed to 
children below the age of 12. The child can interact on the Web site with the “Candy Family”  
seen in the picture above, and get to know the family members, all of which are named 
cleverly after different pieces of chocolate bars and sweets: mother Marianne, father Karl 
F(azer), the daughter Polly and finally the son Plopp. They are on top of that dressed in the 
product’s brand colours and resemble thereby the wrapping of the candy.  
 
On the linked Web site the child is addressed friendly and cheerfully – “Hello buddy”  (“Hej 
kompis!” ) –and then invited to click on the various persons to get to know them better (their 
background, hobbies, job and aspirations or lifestyle). The visitor can play “Candy Memory”  
and make her or his own cut-out candy car, a bright red “Dumle-car”  (Dumle is also a well 
known brand for sweets) which is the same as the one the Candy Family drives. (See picture 
2). 
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Picture 2. A cut-out car from Cloetta Fazer a manufacturer of sweets 
 
Many of the Web sites studied offer pottering for kids, and subsequently make them interact 
with the brands in a non-intrusive way, on-line as well as off-line. The Candy King 
(“Karamellkungen”) offers the visitor plenty of activities, games and birthday invitation cards 
as well as school schedules for down load (see picture 3). The Candy King also had a nursery 
tale (ghost-story) published on the Web site. The story included several well-known brands of 
sweets. The brands were intertwined in the story in a, at the first glance, natural way. The 
story wasn’ t a common fairy tale for kids however, but an extensive and well covert 
advertisement. 
 

 

 
Picture 3. Examples of pottering from the Candy King. 
 
Children were offered membership in clubs, in several places on the Web. The Tiger club (see 
picture 4), for instance, is a club for children between 5 and 12 years. The Tiger himself is the 
mascot of a dairy in the northern part of Sweden. The dairy’s Web sites are in many ways 
worthy of imitation and offer plenty of useful health information to children, parents, and 
teachers; nevertheless, they have a clear goal to drill into the child’s head a particular brand. 
The Tiger club offered for instance plenty of items to buy, e.g. Tiger towels, Tiger bags, Tiger 
pins, Tiger caps and so on, through the club site. 
 
The food mascots, such as Tiger, are usually small, cute and innocent in their presentation and 
character. Soon they become children’s personal friends on the Internet. They give life to and 
personify the brand or the product. In this way marketers build long lasting relationships 
between the brand and the child from an early age and on. They create at the same time a 
positive attitude towards consumption. Children are urged by the food mascots to “ taste this” , 
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“ask your parents to buy this” , ” feel the taste of this yummy bar” , while seeing the mascots 
gorging, munching, sipping and licking their mouths, and at the same time listening to the 
sound of crisps breaking or cereals popping in milk. In the on-line games the mascots also 
guide the child through the game and maybe not surprisingly the kids who fry the most 
hamburgers will win, and the kid who eats or collects as many sweeties as possible gets the 
highest score. It is worrisome, considering the increased number of children suffering from 
overweight and obesity, that the marketers in this way urge children repeatedly into over 
consumption, and also that they do it in a way which is far from obvious for the child. 
 

 
Picture 4. The Tiger club, a club on the Web for kids 5–12 years old. 
 
It is troublesome that so many of the examples of advertising of unhealthy food to children on 
the Internet are difficult to discover (even for an adult), and to keep apart from other material 
on the sites. Children are not stupid. They are sensible and critical in many ways, but 
marketers don’ t have to make it more difficult for them than necessary to maintain their role 
as competent consumers. 
 
It could be argued that it is a democratic right to know when you are exposed to trade 
influence. On TV there is at least a warning or announcement before and after a commercial 
break Children’s lack of experience, kindly reception and approving attitude towards 
advertisement (which many consider to be entertaining even if they report it being annoying 
too) should not be exploited the way it is in many of the Web sites studied. 
 
Finally we found many examples of how the food industry make use of kids and turn them 
into unpaid “ junior marketers” , probably without their awareness, at least without deeper 
consideration doing the industry’s errands. Children are persistently requested to send 
advertisements, campaign offerings, games (see an example in picture 5) et cetera on to their 
friends, as if they did them a favour (“why don’ t you give this tip to a friend”  or “ invite a 
friend to this”  or “challenge your pal in the game”), and thereby the marketers get access to 
the kid’s peer groups, extended networks of friends, and relatives for further influence. And 
no doubt many kids want to do their friends a favour and be a good pal. 
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Picture 5. On this Web site the child is asked to tip-off/send the Basketbots game from 7up to 
a friend by typing her or his e-mail in the square. 
 
 
Discussion and conclusion 
 
Material aspirations are reaching unrealistic heights. “While consumerism is spreading like 
wildfire, access to the basics of life remains a serious problem for many”  (Unnikrishnan & 
Bajpai, 1996:20). Increased commercialism may hold negative consequences for society as a 
whole. There are critics warning that commercial and materialistic values can lead to 
decreased civic responsibility. Soon (if not already) young people find shopping more fun 
than helping others and engage in political activity. In the Swedish press this summer we read 
about kids’  luxury consumption and parent’s indebtedness. 12 year-old children wear D&G-
sweaters, Gucci sunglasses and Armani jeans. 
 
An average consumer in the US is exposed to 30000 brands a day (Nelson & McLeod, 2005). 
The average 12-year-old child spends about 48 hours per week exposed to commercial 
messages, but not more than 1,5h in a significant conversation with a parent, Nelson and 
McLeod also report. These figures may not give us the whole truth about the power of 
marketers and the advertising industry, and they may not be valid for the Nordic countries. 
Yet, they say something about the commercial pressure the industry puts on us, and our kids, 
to consume – not only food any kind of stuff. Still the advertising association maintains that 
children would pester their parents for products even if there were no advertising at all. Peer 
pressure is to be held responsible, not the advertisements or the advertisers (Preston, 2004). 
 
TV has for long been considered to be the most important media influencer, and has in 
Sweden been surrounded by severe regulation. But what if it no longer is the main influencer? 
Young people have varied and changing patterns of media consumption and they spend more 
and more time with their computers, on online media use. In Sweden kids that have access to 
and use the Internet spend about 73 minutes a day, and some off course spend even more in 
front of the screen (Nordicom-Sverige, 2006). Internet is also the media that children use 
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alone, not in the company of others. More than a third of Swedish children between 9 and 11 
years old report having access to a computer in their own bed room, and as many as 40% of 
the children are chatting with persons they know on the net or meet them in different cyber 
communities (Medierådet, 2005). Off course they still watch a lot of TV as well, and almost 
all children watch TV on a daily basis. On an average children watch about 90 minutes a day 
in Sweden (Nordicom-Sverige, 2006). But we can see that the amount of online media 
consumption is getting closer and closer to the amount of TV consumption. Then it is 
legitimate to start discussing regulations and ethics of ads and marketers even on the Web. 
 
The Swedish TV-ban on commercials in the early 1990s was deemed to be a necessity 
because of the strong impact TV had on the audience caused by its colourful visual effects 
and sound effects (Jarlbro, 2001). The Internet is everything that a TV is, and much more. On 
the Internet there are virtual effects, designed visual effects, moving pictures, music et cetera. 
The Web offers immediate and direct interaction across time and space. The user can choose 
between unlimited numbers of options, activities, commodities served in an alluring and fun 
context. TV commercials seem harmless compared to the marketing potentials of Internet, and 
yet we trust the advertisers to know the limits and expect them to voluntary clean up what is 
regarded unethical, unmoral, and misleading advertisements to children on the Web sites. 
 
Some media might offer a higher proportion of marketing of unhealthy food than others. The 
results from the Swedish study point out that Internet was the advertising media with the 
highest score on UHF-index, among several media. The proportion of advertising of 
unhealthy food directed to children was 52% on the studied Web sites, compared to 20% on 
TV and 18% in the mail advertisements (Ekström & Sandberg, 2007). 
 
An important conclusion from the Internet study is that marketing efforts and advertisements 
on the Web are often hidden and transformed to something else. It takes the shape of a party 
invitation card, a mobile signal for free download, games and competitions. The Web 
advertisements are more sophisticated than the direct advertising that comes in your mailbox 
or in the press. The Web advertisements are not telling you to run off and immediately buy 3 
tins of mashed tomatoes for a song, and save some money. Instead the Web marketing works 
in the long run. Steadily marketers build positive attitudes around particular brands, and when 
it is time for the child to actually buy something he or she knows exactly which brands are 
simply the best. It is more difficult to keep the critical eye open and act as a competent 
child/consumer, since the brand interaction on the Internet also is voluntary. The child decides 
by herself where to click and which pictures and links looks the most interesting to explore 
further, and thereby stays illusively in control. Obviously it gets even harder when the 
advertiser name things differently from what they are. An example of this is when the ice 
cream-company asks the child on the Web site if he/she would like to get “ fun mail”  from the 
Ice cream producer in his e-mail, instead of just asking if he/she wants advertisements or sales 
offerings each month. In the study we found several cases where the marketers exploit 
children and where they mislead children and unnecessarily promotes over consumption of 
unhealthy food.  
 
There are no particular restrictions on the marketing of unhealthy food to children, but the 
food industry has to shoulder their part of the responsibility and take actions to solve the 
problem of obesity, just as several other actors and social institutions (politicians, schools, 
parents, health care institutions, and the media). Their contribution to this huge health 
problem could for instance be to stop marketing of unhealthy food directed to children, and to 
stop spurring over consumption of unhealthy food. We don’ t want the gloomy prophecy 
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which tells us that our children might be the first generation to live shorter and unhealthier 
lives than their parents, to come true. 
 
The Internet study evidence the need to closely follow the development of marketing of 
unhealthy food directed to children. The marketing potential is huge and there are still very 
few signs of self-regulation. There is one good example though, among the Web sites 
analysed, which could serve as a model for the rest of the food industry, and that is Kraft 
Foods Inc. This company has decided to keep their Web sites free from advertisements and 
enticements for kids and has developed a policy not to unnecessarily stimulate consumption 
of unhealthy food on the Web. We hope that there are more to follow. The Internet survey 
was focused on describing the amount, nature and placement of advertising on the Web sites. 
Next step will be to study children’s perceptions, understanding and use of food 
advertisements in relation to their food intake and lifestyle.  
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