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Introduction
While numerous factors contribute to obesity and children’s
poor diets, food marketing plays a key role. The National
Academies’ Institute of Medicine (IOM) conducted a
thorough review of available evidence and concluded that
food advertising influences children’s food preferences,
requests, diets, and health. 1 Studies and reviews of food
marketing also have been conducted by the Federal Trade
Commission (FTC), 2 the FTC in conjunction with the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), 3 the
Kaiser Family Foundation, 4 the Rudd Center for Food Policy
and Obesity at Yale University, 5 the Center for Social
Marketing at the University of Strathclyde in Glasgow, UK, 6
CSPI, 7 and others, and come to similar conclusions.
Importantly, if marketing was not effective, it is doubtful
that the food industry would spend $2 billion marketing
food to children each year. 8
The food and beverage industry formed the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising
Initiative (CFBAI), a self‐regulatory program administered by the Council of Better
Business Bureaus (CBBB), in 2006. 9 Seventeen companies have agreed to voluntarily
address unhealthy‐food marketing through the CFBAI. The current self‐regulatory
approach has led to some reductions in unhealthy‐food marketing to children and to
some product reformulation. However, several studies show that the vast majority of
marketed products remain high in calories, saturated fat, sodium, and/or added sugars
and/or low in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, or key nutrients. 10,11, 12 For example, on
Nickelodeon, the most popular children’s television station, ads for foods of poor
nutritional quality (per CSPI’s criteria) decreased slightly, from about nine in ten (88%)
to eight in ten (79%) food ads from before self‐regulation was in effect (2005) to after
(2009). 13
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Four companies (Coca‐Cola, Hershey’s, Mars, and Cadbury Adams) have pledged to not
advertise any of their products to children (according to CFBAI and the company's own
definitions). The remaining companies have nutrition standards that determine which
foods the companies market through television, print, radio, and Internet advertising,
other digital marketing, computer games, DVDs of G‐rated movies, and some uses of
licensed characters. All participating companies have agreed to limit advertising of all
their products through elementary schools (though not all school food marketing is
covered by the CFBAI definition of school‐based advertising) and to not seek paid
product placements in media aimed at children. Food company marketing pledges vary
in terms of the media they cover, how they define which media are child‐directed, and
their nutrition standards.
While there are many similarities between company nutrition standards, there also are
important differences. For example, cereal companies have reasonable sodium
standards, but weak sugars standards. McDonald's has a reasonable sugars standard,
but no sodium standard. What is considered a healthier food by one company may not
be considered a healthier food by another. 14 The FTC has recommended that industry
adopt a consistent set of nutrition standards and apply those standards to all forms of
media used to market food to children. 15
In the 2009 Omnibus Appropriations Act (H.R. 1105), Congress directed the Interagency
Working Group (IWG), comprised of the FTC, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) to develop model, voluntary recommendations for food marketing to
children. The legislative report language is clear that the main goal of the law is the
development of model marketing standards; the law lays out a number of
considerations for the IWG to address in developing the standards, including a detailed
list of dietary factors and nutrients for the IWG to consider.
In April 2011, the IWG proposed nutrition standards that are strongly based on science
and consensus nutrition recommendations: the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA),
the Institute of Medicine’s (IOM) Dietary Reference Intakes (DRIs), USDA's MyPyramid,
and FDA food‐labeling rules (which have been in effect since 1994). Although the
Dietary Guidelines are recommendations for whole diets, the IWG has done an excellent
job of translating them to apply to individual foods and meals.
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Examples of products currently approved by the CFBAI for marketing to children

Representatives of the food and advertising industries have asserted that the proposed
IWG nutrition standards would "prohibit marketing of healthy foods" and are "sweeping
restrictions of food marketing.” 16 We undertook this study to assess the IWG’s proposed
nutrition principles and to determine which foods and meals listed by CFBAI‐
participating companies as being approved to market to children meet the IWG’s
proposed nutrition standards. We found that many CFBAI‐approved products meet the
individual IWG proposed standards for saturated fat, trans fat, added sugars, or sodium.
Where they fall short is in providing a positive nutritional contribution to children's
diets; that is, they are often devoid of or too low in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, low‐
fat dairy, or other nutritious food.

Methods
Between March and July, 2011, CSPI collected nutrition information for all flavors and
varieties of products that companies reported in their CFBAI pledges as meeting their
nutrition standards for marketing to children (n=225). Nutrition information was
collected from company websites or, if unavailable on‐line, from product packaging
found in a local Safeway grocery store in Washington, D.C.
We evaluated the nutritional quality of the pledge‐approved products using the IWG’s
proposed nutrition standards for food marketing to children (see Table 1 below).
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Table 1: IWG Proposed Nutrition Standards for Food Marketed to Children
Principle A: Meaningful Contribution to a Healthful Diet
Option 1
Option 2
Individual foods should contain at least 50% by
Individual foods should contain one of the
weight of one or a combination of more than one of following, or a proportionate combination of
i
the following: fruit; vegetable; whole grain; fat-free
more than one of the following, per RACC ;
main dishes and meals should contain one or
or low-fat milk products; fish; extra lean meat or
more of the following, or a proportionate
poultry; eggs; nuts and seeds; or beans. Main
combination, per 100 g, with main dishes
dishes should contain at least 50% by weight from
fulfilling at least two of the following and
a combination of at least two of these groups and
meals fulfilling at least three of the following:
meals should contain at least 50% by weight from
a combination of at least three of these groups.
 0.5 cups fruit or fruit juice;
 0.6 cups vegetables or vegetable juice;
 0.75 oz equivalent of 100% whole grain;
 0.75 cups fat-free or low-fat milk or
yogurt; 1 oz fat-free or low-fat natural
cheese; 1.5 oz fat-free or low-fat
processed cheese;
 1.4 oz fish, extra lean meat, or poultry;
 0.3 cups cooked dry beans;
 0.7 oz nuts or seeds; or
 1 egg or egg equivalent.

Principle B: Nutrients with Negative Impact on Health or Weight
1 g or less per RACC and 15% or less of
calories for individual foods (per 100 g and
Saturated Fat
less than 10% of calories for main dishes and
meals)
0 g (<0.5 g) per RACC for individual foods
(per labeled serving for main dishes and
Trans Fat
meals)
No more than 13 g of added sugars per
RACC for individual foods ii (per serving for
Added Sugars
main dishes and meals)

Sodium

Interim: No more than 210 mg per serving for
individual foods and 450 mg per serving for
main dishes and meals
Final: 140 mg per RACC for individual foods,
and 300 mg per serving for main dishes and
meals

i

RACC is the Reference Amount Customarily Consumed, the basis for serving sizes for Nutrition Facts
labels.
ii
For foods with a small RACC (30 grams or less), the recommended amount refers to the amount per 50
grams. For example, many breakfast cereals have a RACC of 30 grams. Those need to be adjusted to a 50‐
gram portion. Thus, a child‐marketed cereal could contain no more than 8 grams of sugars per one‐ounce
serving.
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Results and Discussion
Nutrients with a Negative Impact on Health or Weight (IWG Principle B)

Figure 1: Percentage of Foods and Beverages that Meet
IWG Proposed Nutrition Standards, Principle B
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Saturated Fat
Seventy‐one percent (n=160) of the foods, beverages, and meals approved by CFBAI
companies for marketing to children meet the IWG’s proposed saturated fat guideline
(see Figure 1). Another 20% (n=46) of the products are close to meeting the standard
(i.e., products that contain 1.5g or 2g of saturated fat).
Currently, a number of companies use a standard of 10% of calories from saturated fat
in their marketing pledges. That standard produces similar results to the IWG guideline;
80% of pledge‐approved products contain no more than 10% of calories from saturated
fat.
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Trans Fat
All of the 225 pledge‐approved products (100%) meet the trans fat guideline of less than
0.5 grams of trans fat per RACC for individual foods, main dishes, and meals (see Figure
1). Companies have done an excellent job in removing trans fat from child‐marketed
products.
Added Sugars
Three‐quarters (n=166) of the CFBAI‐approved products meet the IWG’s proposed
added sugars guideline (see Figure 1) and 8% are close to meeting the standard (have
14‐16 grams of sugars). The products that do not meet the sugars guideline make sense
nutritionally; they include cookies, imitation fruit gummies, sugar‐laden imitation juice
drinks, popsicles, and sugary cereals. Examples include: Pepperidge Farm Chocolate
Goldfish Grahams, Keebler Gripz Chips Deluxe cookies, Cookie Crisp cereal, Froot Loops,
Reese’s Puffs cereal, Fruit Roll‐Ups, Capri Sun Juice Drinks, and Fudgsicle Popsicles.
We recognize that most of the CFBAI pledge‐approved cereals would not meet the
IWG’s proposed sugars standard without reformulation. Industry already has
demonstrated progress in lowering the amounts of added sugars in products marketed
to children. 17 General Mills, for example, has significantly reduced the sugars in the
cereals it markets to children – down from 12 to 15 grams per serving to 10 grams

Left: Cereals that do not meet the IWG standards. Right: Cereals that meet the standards
(though they are not currently being marketed to children)

8

per serving and has publicly committed to continuing to reduce the sugars content of its
cereals to at least 9 grams per serving. Reaching 8 grams per ounce of cereal (as
proposed by IWG) should be achievable.
In addition, CFBAI companies do make cereals that meet the IWG standards, including
Frosted Mini‐Wheats, Life, Honey Bunches of Oats, Gluten Free Rice Krispies, Kashi
Honey Puffs, Honey Sunshine, and Oatmeal Squares. However, those cereals currently
are not being marketed to children.
Overall, the IWG’s added sugars standard seems reasonable. In addition, the standard is
considerably more generous than the sugars criteria for the WIC food packages (which is
6 grams of total sugars per ounce of dry cereal).
Sodium
Two‐thirds (n=149) of products approved for marketing to children through the CFBAI
meet the proposed IWG interim sodium guidelines (see Figure 1). Only a third (n=80) of
the pledge‐approved products meet the IWG proposed final sodium guidelines,
however, companies would have 10 years to reformulate their products to meet those
long‐term guidelines.
In January 2011, Walmart (joined by First Lady Michelle Obama) unveiled a new
initiative to provide its customers with healthy, affordable food choices, including
reformulating thousands of products to reduce sodium content 25 percent by 2015.
Walmart announced that it will work with suppliers to reduce sodium levels in both
national brands and its private Great Value brand. Several other major food
manufacturers and chain restaurants also have announced plans to, or already have, cut
sodium in their products, including Burger King, Campbell Soup Company, ConAgra,
General Mills, Nestle, PepsiCo/Frito‐Lay, and Unilever. For example, General Mills has
reduced the sodium content of Cheerios breakfast cereal. According to the company, it
has reduced the sodium content in Cheerios by more than half – from 330 mg per ounce
in 1983 to 160 mg in 2007 (personal communication).

Campbell’s Spaghetti O’s with Meatballs
contains 600 mg of sodium per serving (1
cup). Whole wheat pasta with ½ cup of
several different sauces from Dell’Amore,
Classico, Colavita, Rao’s, or Francesco Rinaldo
have less than 350 mg of sodium.
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Many child‐marketed products would need to be reformulated to meet recommended
sodium goals. However, those goals are achievable for many existing products and –
considering the great harm caused by diets high in sodium – are crucial to safeguarding
children's health. Higher sodium intake boosts blood pressure even in young children
and adolescents; it is never too early to begin decreasing dietary sodium.
The Dietary Guidelines for Americans and the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee
report lay out the evidence demonstrating that increased sodium intake raises blood
pressure and that elevated blood pressure causes cardiovascular disease. 18,19 Currently,
one in three (approximately 74.5 million) Americans suffers from high blood pressure. 20
A national public health strategy to reduce daily sodium intake by 1,200 milligrams
could reduce the annual number of deaths from heart disease, stroke, and heart attack
by tens of thousands per year and reduce health care costs by $1.5 trillion over 20
years. 21,22
As the Dietary Guidelines points out, only a modest amount of the total sodium
Americans consume comes from salt added at the table or in cooking; "the vast majority
of sodium comes from salt added during food processing." In fact, salt added by food
manufacturers during food processing accounts for more than three‐quarters of total
sodium intake among Americans ages 2 and older. 23
Taste preferences develop at a young age. Children who become accustomed to high
levels of sodium in processed and restaurant foods may experience a lifetime of
difficulty adjusting to foods with healthier levels of sodium. However, the preference for
salty taste can be changed. Evidence shows that a decrease in sodium can be
accomplished successfully without affecting consumer satisfaction of food products, if it
is done in a gradual stepwise manner. 24
Food Marketing Workgroup (FMW) Proposed Sodium Standards
We strongly support most of the IWG’s proposed standards. However, CSPI, working
with other members of the Food Marketing Workgroup, iii has proposed some changes
to the IWG’s sodium principles for main dishes and meals:
1) Adjust the interim sodium target for main dishes to 480 mg, rather than 450
mg as proposed by the IWG. Since 480 milligrams is the standard for “healthy”
claims for food labeling, many companies have already made significant product
reformulations to meet that criterion. The difference between 450 and 480 mg
of sodium is minor nutritionally, and the costs associated with further interim
reformulations would not be worth the effort.
2) Since meals contain more food items than main dishes, we are recommending
an interim target of 600 mg and a final target of 480 mg for meals.

iii

The Food Marketing Workgroup is a coalition of more than 95 organizations and academic experts
working together to eliminate harmful food marketing to children.
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Based on the FMW’s proposed changes to the sodium guidelines, 62% (n=26) of main
dishes and meals meet our proposed interim sodium standards. Overall (using the IWG’s
proposed standard for individual foods and the FMW proposed standards for main
dishes and meals), 79% (n=177) of all CFBAI‐approved products (individual items, main
dishes and meals) would meet the sodium standards.
Thirty‐nine percent (n=87) of pledge‐approved products meet the IWG final sodium
guidelines modified according to the FMW's recommendations. For instance, both
McDonald’s and Burger King’s chicken
nugget meals with apple slices,
caramel sauce, and fat‐free/low‐fat
milk would meet the FMW’s
suggested final sodium guidelines.
Lunchables Cheese Pizza (with water)
and BBQ Chicken also meet the
suggested standard as amended by
the FMW. Five Kid Cuisine meals
would meet, including Deep Sea
Adventure Fish Sticks, Primo
Pepperoni Double Stuffed Pizza, Twist
and Twirl Spaghetti and Mini
Meatballs, Fiesta Chicken and Cheese
Quesadillas, and Magical Cheese
Stuffed Crust Pizza.
McDonald’s Chicken McNuggets Happy
Meal with Apple Dippers, low‐fat caramel
apple sauce, and 1% white milk meets the
IWG standards.

Guidelines for Marketing Healthy Food to Children (Principle A)
The IWG has proposed a food‐based approach to ensuring that the foods marketed to
children help them to consume a healthful diet. By emphasizing foods that make a
meaningful contribution to a healthful diet, the proposed principles stay true to the
basic premise of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans: that nutrient needs should be
met primarily by consuming nutrient‐dense foods. In addition, this proposal is consistent
with other evidence‐based recommendations, including the IOM’s Nutrition Standards
for Foods in Schools: Leading the Way toward Healthier Youth report. 25
Most company marketing pledges address the unhealthful nutrients for which the IWG
has proposed guidelines under Principle B: saturated fat, trans fat, added sugars, and
sodium. Under those standards, companies will need to do some reformulation, but
many products already meet the standards.
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However, there has been less focus by companies on ensuring that their marketed foods
provide a positive contribution to children's diets. Many of the foods marketed are
nutritionally improved primarily by reducing negative nutrients, rather than by providing
meaningful amounts of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, or low‐fat dairy.
Just one‐fifth (21%) of pledge‐approved products meet the criteria for Principle A (using
either Option 1 or 2). Companies would need to reformulate their products in order for
them to be considered healthy under the IWG’s marketing guidelines. Examples of
products that do meet Principle A include: McDonald’s and Burger King’s chicken nugget
meals with apple slices, caramel, and fat‐free/low‐fat milk, Peter Pan and Skippy peanut
butters, many Dannon and Yoplait flavored yogurts, 100% juices, some Quaker granola
bars, and Sara Lee breads. Other products could meet the standards by being
reformulated with more whole grain or by adding sides of fruit, vegetables, or low‐fat
dairy to kid‐marketed meals.

Soda companies have agreed to not market sugar water
in a can (soda) to kids, but companies are still marketing
frozen sugar water on a stick (popsicles).

Under Principle A, the IWG has proposed two alternative sets of standards to ensure
that marketed foods make a positive contribution to children's diets. Our results found
no difference in the percent of products that meet Principle A under Option 1 or 2.
However, we strongly recommend Option 2 over Option 1 with the exception of whole
grains. Option 2 bases minimum contributions to food groups on serving sizes. That
approach is consistent with the food group recommendations in the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans and USDA's MyPlate. Both make food group recommendations based on
household measurements, such as cups and ounces. It is difficult to translate those
serving‐size recommendations into meaningful percentages, as would be necessary
under Option 1. The whole grain recommendation in the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans is made as a percentage, thus the IWG should do the same.

12

Conclusion
The Interagency Working Group has developed science‐based, voluntary guidelines for
food marketing to children. Our analysis demonstrates that CFBAI companies are
marketing many products to children that have reasonable amounts of saturated fat,
trans fat, added sugars, or sodium, though more work remains.

Examples of CFBAI‐approved products that meet the IWG standards

In addition to focusing on reducing the amounts of nutrients that have negative effects
on children's health, companies have much work to do to ensure that marketed foods
provide a meaningful positive contribution to children's diets. As a result, just one‐fifth
(19%) of the products that companies have identified as appropriate to market to
children meet the IWG’s proposed nutrition principles. Rather than reflecting a problem
with the IWG’s standards, this reflects nutritional problems with the marketed foods
themselves. Sugary cereals, refined‐grain crackers, white flour pastas covered in salt,
sugary drinks, and popsicles are not healthy foods that should be promoted to children.
Companies spend $2 billion a year aggressively promoting foods to children, using a
variety of sophisticated and persuasive media approaches. That persuasion should not
be used to undermine our children's diets and health. If the CFBAI and all companies
that market to children adopted the IWG’s voluntary marketing standards, that would
do much to promote healthier diets to children and support parents' efforts to feed
their children healthfully. We especially encourage restaurants and media companies,
who have been lagging behind food and beverage manufacturers in the national self‐
regulatory effort, to adopt these sensible, self‐regulatory guidelines.
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