
In-School Marketing to Children and Youth 
 

 
• Childhood obesity is a major public health problem in the United States (US), yet US children are 

targeted as never before with marketing for foods high in sugar, fat, salt, and calories.1 
 

• There is strong evidence that marketing of foods and beverages to children influences their 
preferences, requests, purchases and diets.2 

 

• Food accounts for over half (54.5 percent) of total requests made by children, representing snack 
foods (23.9 percent), candy (16.8 percent), cereal (6.8 percent), fast foods (3.6 percent), and fruit and 
vegetables (3.4 percent).3 

 

• Growth in new food products targeted to kids has been huge, from 52 products in 1994 to nearly 500 
in 2005.4 

 

• Eighty to 97 percent of the food products aimed at children and teenagers are of “poor nutritional 
quality.”5 

 

• Studies suggest that food advertising and marketing is associated with more favorable attitudes, 
preferences, and behaviors among children toward the advertised food product.6 

 

• From 1992-1997 the amount spent marketing to children shot from $6.2 billion to $12 billion. Today 
marketers spend at least $15 billion a year targeting children.7 And, the food industry spends an 
estimated $10 billion per year marketing foods and beverages to children and youth in America.8 

 

• Each year the purchase influence of children increases with age: $15 billion for 3-5 year olds, $45 
billion for 6-8 year olds, $65 billion for 9-11 year olds, $80 billion for 12-14 year olds, and $90 billion for 
15-17 year olds.9 

 

• Children determine parental spending in two ways: direct and indirect influence.  Direct influence 
describes children’s requests, hints, and demands.  Indirect influence, which accounted for as much 
as $300 billion of the nearly $500 billion in 1997 household spending determined by children, is when 
parents know and buy the products and brands that their children prefer without being asked or told.10 

 

• Advertising and marketing less healthful food products to students and using food as a reward can 
encourage over-consumption and relatively unhealthy dietary choices.11 

 

• Marketing to children in schools is especially problematic because in schools children are a captive 
audience and are asked to believe that what they are taught in school will be in their best interest.12 

 

• Candy and snack food manufacturers, soft drink bottlers, and fast food restaurants, are among the 
companies that market most heavily in schools.13 

 

• Among California high schools:14 
o Nearly 72 percent allow advertising for fast food and beverages on campus, while only 13 percent 
 prohibit such advertising.  
o The most common fast food or beverage advertisements are on vending machines (48 percent), 
 scoreboards or signs (31 percent), and posters (23 percent). 
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• Channel One, in more than 12,000 schools, regularly shows ads for soda, candy, fast food, and chips 
to eight million students nationwide.15 

 

• A review of 77 corporate-sponsored classroom kits and materials found nearly 80 percent to be 
biased or incomplete, “promoting a viewpoint that favors consumption of the sponsor’s product or 
service or a position that favors the company or its economic agenda.”16 

 

• Marketing exploits children’s developmental vulnerabilities. 
o Until the age of about eight children do not understand advertising’s persuasive intent.17 
o Very young children can’t distinguish between commercials and program content.  Even older 

children sometimes fail to recognize product placement as advertising. 18 
o Marketers often use older children’s desire to fit in with their peers and a tendency to rebel against 

authority figures as selling points for their products.19 
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