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What is the link between obesity 
and marketing?

 For decades, children have grown up surrounded by HFSS 
marketing

 Today? One in three children are obese/overweight and 
children remain bombarded with marketing messages 

 Advertised diet ≠ recommended diet

 WHO: ‘unequivocal evidence’ of HFSS food marketing = strong 
link to childhood obesity

 Marketing builds brand loyalty and develops taste 
preferences

1978 McDonalds Ad



Self-Regulation in Europe: EU 
Pledge

• Launched in 2007

• 23 major food and drink companies

• Common nutritional criteria only since 
2015

• Weak and unambitious
• Nutritional Criteria

• Audience Threshold

• Not comprehensive



EU Pledge Common Nutritional Criteria

• In place since 2015

• Sets maximum nutrient thresholds for 9 product 
categories 

• Positive: does not allow advertising of certain 
products to under 12s eg. sweets and chocolate  

• But still allows biscuits, crisps, ice cream and sugary 
breakfast cereals to be advertised to children. 

• ‘In line with WHO recommendations, the nutrition 
criteria should be amenable to adaptation in light of 
new developments’ – EU Pledge Nutrition Paper

• WHO Nutrient Profile Model 2015



EU Pledge (industry-based criteria) WHO Europe

Cereal bars Permitted Not permitted

• Sugar (per 100g) ≤35g

Breakfast cereals Permitted Permitted

• Sugar (per 100g) ≤30g 15g

Biscuits/cakes Permitted Not permitted

• Sugar (per 100g) ≤35g

Ice cream Permitted Not permitted

• Sugar (per 100g) ≤20g

Yoghurt Permitted Permitted

• Sugar (per 100g) ≤13,5g 10g

Cheese
• Salt (per 100g) ≤2 - 2,25g 1,3g

Ready-meals Permitted Permitted

• Sugar (per 100g) ≤20g 10g

• Salt (per 100g) ≤1,65g 1g

WHO Europe & industry 
criteria? What differences?



Children’s Audience?

• Pledge covers ‘children’s programmes’ 
or where children = 35%+ of an 
audience

• Doesn’t cover when most children 
watch tv eg. popular entertainment 
shows

• The threshold is far too high and 
children remain exposed



Age Definition

• EU Pledge only restricts marketing to children under the age of 12.

• We agree with the WHO: the minimum age should be considered as 16.

• Even as a child begins to understand that she is being advertised to, this 
does not distract from the persuasive nature of the ad

• Moreover, with the rise of advergames and much more submersive online 
marketing, it is much more difficult for children to even recognise 
advertising.  



Advergames



Cartoon Characters

• Licensed media characters and brand mascots are 
overwhelmingly used by the food industry to advertise 
products which are high in fat, salt and sugar

Why?

• Children love them 

• Used across different media in integrated 
marketing techniques

• Encourages ‘pester power’ with packaging

• BEUC is calling on companies to stop using brand 
mascots to market foods which do not meet the 
WHO Nutrient Profiling Model, including on 
packaging



Our Policy Demands

EU Pledge to be reshaped

Align with WHO Europe’s criteria

Stop using brand mascots

More government leadership 

 Is ‘Better than nothing’ good enough?



www.beuc.eu – food@beuc.eu
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