RESEARCH BRIEF
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INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

In the last several years, the US obesity epidemic has reached
unprecedented severity. According to the National Health
and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), as of 2002,
65% of American adults over 20 years of age were overweight; of these, 30% were obese, and 5% were extremely
obese. For African Americans, the prevalence of obesity is
even higher: among black women over 20 years, 77% are
overweight and 49% are obese, whereas among black men,
63% are overweight and 28% are obese.1
It is generally recognized that obesity occurs from regular consumption of energy in excess of that used by the
body; thus, one approach to weight reduction is to decrease
the calories consumed. One barrier to reducing calorie consumption may be the intense marketing by producers of less
healthful foods (eg, candy, soda) and insufficient countermarketing of healthful foods.
A body of research has linked frequent television viewing
with obesity, especially in women and children.2-5 Three
mechanisms have been proposed to explain the link between
obesity and television viewing: (1) television displaces exercise
and other active pursuits, (2) television leads to increased food
consumption while watching, and (3) exposure to advertising
on television leads to subsequent consumption of advertised
foods.6 This article focuses on the third theory: the potential
of television ads to increase consumption of advertised foods.
There is a great deal of advertising of energy-dense or
low-nutrient foods on television.An analysis of 2001 advertising spending found that US companies spent $3.5 billion
on fast-food advertisements and $5.8 billion on the separate
food, beverage, and confectionary category, including
$785.5 million for the top 5 soda brands.7 Other analyses of
televised food references have also shown that many are for
high-calorie or low-nutrient foods.8,9 Importantly, there is
evidence of behavioral implications of exposure to food
advertising. Consumption of advertised foods is higher than
consumption of foods that are not advertised,2,10 and advertising expenditures are generally greatest for the most highly
processed and packaged foods.11 Children exposed to more
food advertising have been found to choose the products
advertised at significantly higher rates than children not
exposed to the advertisements,12,13 and the time spent with
television has been significantly associated with the pur-
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chase-influencing attempts of children at the grocery store.14
Further, it stands to reason that food manufacturers are
putting millions of dollars behind advertising campaigns
because they are effective at promoting sales. Food companies could encourage better nutritional practices and perhaps
play a role in countering the increase in obesity by creating
more healthful foods and explicitly promoting the foods on
the basis of weight-friendly nutritional properties, such as
being low in fat, low in calories, or otherwise contributing
to a healthful diet.
The extent to which obesity-related health claims are
included in televised food advertisements has not been
established.A number of studies have documented the prevalence of different categories of foods advertised on television
and in magazines, and content analyses of print advertisements have found that nutritional claims are in the minority.15 Other recent research found that food advertisements
aired on African American television are typically for less
healthful foods.16 However, less is known about the types of
nutritional claims that appear on television, the most important medium used for food advertising.15 The present study
sought to document the presence of nutritional claims in
food advertisements aired during popular television programs and, more specifically, to compare advertising on
shows targeted to African Americans with advertising during
programming aimed at a general audience.
DESCRIPTION OF STUDY
Sample
Television is the primary medium used for food advertising15;
therefore, television advertisements were sampled in this study.
Advertisements aired during and around popular prime-time
television shows during October and November 2003 served
as the sample because prime-time shows garner the largest
viewing audience.All shows appeared on 1 of 5 national networks: NBC, ABC, CBS, Fox, and UPN. One-time and special event programming, such as sports events, were excluded
from analysis.A list of the season’s 20 television programs with
the highest viewership between September 15 and October 7,
2003, served as the basis for the selection of general market
programs.17 Nineteen programs (the 20th program was a onetime sports event) were selected from the list for inclusion to
represent the general market.
In addition, Nielsen Media Research’s weekly list of the
top 10 shows among African American viewers was used to
select shows for that audience.18 Shows that appeared on the
weekly top 10 list for more than 3 consecutive weeks
between September 15 and October 7, 2003, and that were
not sports or special event programming were selected for
inclusion (a slightly different methodology was used in
selecting the African American programs because of the
availability of weekly reports of the top 10 African American shows rather than a midseason summary). Nine regularly
scheduled programs appeared consistently. Two programs

appeared as top shows on both the general market and
African American lists. It was determined a priori that if the
African American audience comprised less than 10% of the
viewing audience of the duplicate show, the show would be
counted as a general market program, and if it comprised
more than 10%, the show would be excluded from the
analysis. Using this criterion, the 2 shows that appeared on
both the general market and African American lists were
counted as part of the general market.
All commercials aired during and after the target programs until the beginning of the next program were
included. A total of 101.5 hours of television programs
(32 hours of African American and 69.5 hours of general
market) were analyzed.
Coding Procedures
Each advertisement identified as promoting a food product
was analyzed for content, whereas nonfood advertisements
were simply counted to assess the percentage of food commercials as a proportion of all advertisements aired. Food
advertisements were coded in 3 ways: general type of product advertised, specific food category, and obesity-related
nutritional claim.
The general type of product advertised included fast-food
restaurant, sit-down restaurant, or packaged food. Also, we
coded for a specific food category. We developed a coding
scheme based on that used by Ippolito and Pappalardo15 but
adapted to identify food categories that might, as per a recent
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report, contribute to energy imbalance (ie, foods high in fat and sugar,
high in energy density, and low in fiber).19 Thus, although any
food eaten in sufficient quantities can contribute to overweight, we were particularly interested in categories of foods
that were likely to be high in fat,“empty” calories, and refined
and other processed sugars and/or low in fiber, such as soda,
candy, desserts, salty snacks, and pizza. Final coding categories
included dairy, meat/eggs/mixtures, poultry/fish/mixtures,
cereals/breads/pasta, salty snacks, pizza, fruits/vegetables/
100% juice, candy/sweets, desserts/sweet breads, soda, coffee/
tea/other drinks, alcohol, fats/oils, condiments, and advertisements for multiple items or meals.
Third, we coded any advertising claims related to the
nutritional content of the food product on dimensions that
have been shown to be related to weight loss.We were particularly interested in claims related to fiber, fat, calories,
sugar, and (given the recent increase in the popularity of
low-carbohydrate/high-protein weight loss diets) protein
and carbohydrates, as well as claims around weight management or dieting. Manifest content analysis was used, that is,
only explicit claims, whether stated verbally in the voiceover,
superimposed in text over the visual, or included as part of
a visual, were coded,20 and coders did not attempt to interpret implicit or latent meanings of words or images. All distinct claims in each advertisement were recorded, so an
advertisement could have multiple claims.
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The two authors were trained and served as coders. Both
coders separately coded each advertisement in the sample.
Most of the disagreements between the coders involved
one coder missing a claim, and disagreements were resolved
through discussion.
FINDINGS
General Prevalence of
Food Advertisements and Nutritional Claims
Because cumulative exposure to advertising content is
believed to be important, each advertisement for a food
product that appeared in the sample of programming was
counted, even though the same advertisement may have
appeared more than once in the sample (9.4% of the programs had more than one advertisement for the same brand
appear within the same episode, but advertisements for the
same brand never appeared more than twice within the same
episode).The 101.5 hours of prime-time programming analyzed included 44 60-minute programs, all of which were
dramas and reality programs, and 115 30-minute programs,
all of which were situation comedies. Sixty-four of the programs (32 hours) aired on African American–targeted television and 95 (69.5 hours) on general market television. Of
the 3062 advertisements that appeared during these programs, 553 (18%) were food advertisements.The top 5 food
advertisers in terms of the number of advertisements were all
fast-food companies: McDonald’s (9.3% of all food advertisements), Kentucky Fried Chicken (7.3%),Wendy’s (6.4%),
Pizza Hut (5.9%), and Burger King (5.0%). On average, 4.7
food advertisements appeared in each 30 minutes of programming. Overall, 15.7% of the food advertisements made
at least one nutritional claim related to weight management.
Thus, an individual watching 2 hours of popular prime-time
television per day, 5 days a week, 52 weeks a year might view
up to 4888 food advertisements and, assuming a typical
advertisement length of 30 seconds, could be exposed to
over 40 hours of food marketing over the course of a year.
Differences by Market
There was a significant difference in the prevalence of food
advertising between the 2 markets, with more food advertisements appearing during African American–targeted
shows (Table 1). We also conducted post hoc analyses to
determine whether the differences in the number of food
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advertisements may have resulted from the program context
within which the advertisements aired; all of the African
American shows were 30-minute situation comedies,
whereas 46% of the general market shows were 60-minute
dramas and 54% were 30-minute situation comedies. However, after controlling for the length of the show, the significant relationships remained.
There were also significant differences between markets in
the types of advertisements that ran. For example, fast-food
advertisements aired more often during the African American market shows, whereas packaged food advertisements
appeared more often during general market shows (Table 2).
We next examined which specific food products were
promoted in each of the 3 general categories.There were no
significant differences in the specific type of food promoted
in fast-food advertisements between markets. Also, the only
significant difference in the specific type of food promoted
in sit-down restaurant advertisements was for full meals, with
general market advertisements in this category more likely to
promote multicomponent meals than advertisements in
African American programming.
We investigated whether there were differences in which
kinds of packaged foods were advertised in general market
compared with African American market shows. Packaged
food advertisements aired during African American programming were significantly more likely to be for candy,
soda, or meat (eg, sausages, cold cuts), whereas advertisements for packaged foods aired during general market programming were significantly more likely to be for cereals,
grains and pasta, fruits and vegetables or 100% juices, dessert,
and alcohol (Table 3).Types of food advertisements that did
not differ significantly between the 2 markets included pizza,
dairy products, poultry/fish/mixtures, salty snacks, coffee/
tea/other drinks, condiments, and advertisements for prepared meals or multiple items. It should be noted that most
of the advertisements for brands that appeared on both
African American and general market programming were
the same; in general, the same execution was used for both
markets when advertisers chose to buy advertising space in
the 2 programming venues.
Next, to determine the prevalence of food advertisements
overtly targeting the weight conscious, we counted the
number of claims regarding a product being “lean,” “light,”
or an aid in weight management, as well as specific claims
around a product’s calorie, fat, sugar, protein, carbohydrate,
or fiber content (Table 4). There were no differences
between the 2 programming types in the total number of

Table 1. Total Number of Food Advertisements by Market

Number of Advertisements
Number of food advertisements (as % of all advertisements)
Mean number of food advertisements per 30 minutes
P values based on Student’s t test.

African American Market
(n = 1033)

General Market
(n = 2029)

251 (24.3)

302 (14.9)

.001

3.97

2.42

.01

P Value
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Table 2. Type of Food Advertised by Market
African American Market
Number (%) of All Food
Advertisements

General Market
Number (%) of All Food
Advertisements

(n = 251)

(n = 302)

Fast-food restaurant

136 (54.2)

97 (32.1)

Sit-down restaurant

21 (8.4)

57 (18.9)

.001

Packaged food

94 (37.5)

148 (49.0)

.001

Food Category

P Value

.001

P values based on the χ2 statistic.

claims made related to weight-important food characteristics. However, although general food claims about products
being “lean” or “light” were used infrequently, significantly
more of these claims were made during general market programming compared with African American programming.
In addition, significantly more low-fat claims were made
during African American market programming. Health
claims around calories, protein, fiber, and sugar did not differ between markets; very few advertisements mentioned
these attributes.

DISCUSSION
In the long run, marketers’ decisions about which foods to
promote and what positioning to use to promote them can
have an impact—positive or negative—on public health,
particularly given the evidence of the power of advertising
to affect food choice.We found that despite increased pub-

lic pressure for food marketers to take greater responsibility for the nutritional value of the foods they sell, the preponderance of food advertised during primetime was for
less healthful products, including fast food and packaged
food, such as candy and desserts. In addition, a minority of
food advertisements explicitly promoted products as being
light, lean, low fat, or otherwise appropriate for individuals
who are watching their weight (given that many of the
foods advertised were of low nutritional value, this was perhaps to be expected).
Although we found that general market food advertisements were more likely to make broad claims around a product being light, lean, or diet, food advertisements aired during African American shows were nearly twice as likely to
contain low-fat claims.The greater proportion of fat claims
in food advertisements aired during African American shows
appeared to be driven largely by fast-food restaurants promoting lower-fat menu options. Given that marketers typically do not promote products to targets they do not believe

Table 3. Type of Packaged Food Product Advertised by Market

Food Category

African American Market
Number (%) of Packaged
Food Advertisements
(n = 94)

General Market
Number (%) of Packaged
Food Advertisements
(n = 148)

P Value

Candy/sweets

34 (36.2)

7 (4.7)

.001

Soda

10 (10.6)

3 (2.0)

.004

Coffee/tea/other drinks

10 (10.6)

9 (6.1)

.199

7 (7.4)

2 (1.4)

.015

Meat/eggs/mixtures
Condiments

6 (6.4)

9 (6.1)

.924

Salty snacks

6 (6.4)

8 (5.4)

.751

Dairy

4 (4.3)

8 (5.4)

.688

Meal/multiple items

3 (3.2)

3 (2.0)

.570

Bread/grain/cereal/pasta

2 (2.1)

26 (17.6)

.001

Desserts/sweet breads

1 (1.1)

21 (14.2)

.001

Fruit/vegetables/100% juice

1 (1.1)

12 (8.1)

.018

Pizza

1 (1.1)

6 (4.1)

.176

Alcohol

0 (0)

13 (8.8)

.003

Chicken/fish/mixtures

0 (0)

4 (2.7)

.108

P values based on the χ2 statistic.

Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior Volume 37 Number 4

July • August 2005

195

Table 4. Number (%) of Food Advertisements Making Health Claim by Market

Health Claims
Light/lighter, lean/leaner, diet

African American Market
Number (%) of
Food Advertisements
(n = 251)
0 (0)

General Market
Number (%) of
Food Advertisements
(n = 302)

P Value

12 (4.0)

.001

23 (7.6)

.022

Fat claim (eg, no/low/less fat)

34 (13.5)

Calorie claim (eg, no/low/fewer calories)

11 (4.4)

9 (3.0)

.379

2 (0.8)

4 (1.3)

.551

Protein claim (eg, source of/high in protein)
Carbohydrate claim (eg, no/low/fewer carbohydrates)

2 (0.8)

9 (3.0)

.067

Fiber claim (eg, contains/high in fiber/bran)

1 (.4)

4 (1.3)

.252

Sugar claim (eg, no/low/less sugar)

0 (0)

2 (0.01)

.196

P values based on the χ2 statistic.

will be responsive, these advertisements may be a leading
indicator of a growing consciousness in the African American
community of the need to modify dietary behaviors.
This study had some limitations. Prime-time television
may provide a different picture of the prevalence of different types of food advertisements than other times of the
day—daytime, for instance. Similarly, the fall season may
paint a different portrait than would other seasons. Further,
the coding scheme used did not include evaluations of the
nutrient content of the advertised foods. For instance,
although candy and soda are widely recognized as less
healthful dietary additions, chicken could be healthful if it
is a grilled, skinless breast but less healthful if it is dark
meat and fried. Additionally, the coding scheme did not
take into account portion size, which is an important contributor to obesity.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE
Although this study does not establish a causal connection
between food advertising and food intake, other studies have
shown that advertising can affect food choice preferences
and eating behaviors. Further research is needed to better
examine the mechanisms that underlie the relationship
between television exposure and obesity and to determine
the magnitude of the effect of exposure to food advertising
on food consumption. In addition, more research is needed
to assess whether consumers’ knowledge and food choice
behaviors are affected by advertisements that make nutritionrelated claims.
The continued prevalence of advertisements that promote
food of poor nutritional quality should be a public health
concern, particularly for African Americans, because the
advertising could serve to further endanger a population
already at risk of overweight, obesity, and comorbid conditions. Nutrition educators can help counter the effects of
unhealthful food advertising by teaching consumers the critical thinking skills needed to evaluate the advertisements.
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