Advertising – children and TV advertising (i)
On 22 July 2004, Ofcom, the communications regulator, published the findings of research into possible links between television advertising and childhood obesity. Ofcom held 2,000 interviews with children, parents, teachers and nutritionists. The aim of the survey was to explore:

· why children choose the food they do

· how food promotion influences this

· the key messages children take from television advertising. 

The evidence in the survey suggests that the impact of television advertising on children’s food consumption is small when compared to other factors potentially linked to childhood obesity such as:

· exercise

· trends in family eating habits inside and outside the home

· the parents' demographics

· school policy

· public understanding of nutrition

· food labelling

· other forms of food promotion.

Ofcom opposed a blanket ban on food advertising to children for the reasons given in Box 1 below
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Advertising – children and TV advertising (ii)

	Table 1: Spending on advertising, children’s TV in 2003

	All figures %
	Food
	Chain restaurants
	Soft drinks
	Toys & games
	Other

	Quarter 1 
	22
	6
	1
	37
	34

	Quarter 2 
	21
	7
	6
	34
	32

	Quarter 3
	16
	5
	4
	53
	22

	Quarter 4 
	  4
	2
	1
	61
	32

	Total 
	15
	5
	3
	48
	30


Table 1 shows the percentage revenue spent on different kinds of adverts which were shown on children’s TV in 2003. Figure 1 below shows the amount spent on advertising on children’s TV, per quarter, in £ million.
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	Table 2: What attracted children to TV adverts?

	Attraction
	% attracted
	% saying = most important

	Good music
	42
	22

	Cartoon characters/animation
	36
	18

	Humour
	35
	10

	Celebrities
	27
	  9

	Free gift
	19
	  8

	Excitement/action
	18
	  6

	Cool/fashionable
	18
	  3

	Good catchphrase
	17
	  6

	Mischievous
	15
	  3

	Connection with film/book etc
	12
	  2


Table 2 shows the percentage of children who, in the opinion of their parents, were attracted to TV adverts for particular reasons and what the most important reason was.

Advertising – children and TV advertising (iii)
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This chart shows the percentage of parents who did and did not feel that there should be a change of rules regarding TV advertising.

Source: Ofcom website and the Financial Times, 3. August 2004.
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Sample answers 
Question 1

What seasonal variations does the data in Table 1 and  Figure 1 show?

Sample answer 

Figure 1 shows the total amount of money spent by advertisers in children’s airtime on TV in 2003. Table 1 shows the percentage paid on different products per quarter. Toys and games show the most seasonal variation with around 60% of spending being attributed to toys in the fourth quarter. This is what might be expected as the last quarter of the year includes the run-up to Christmas. Another notable variation is the fall in food advertising in the same quarter. It is less than 5% compared with over 20% in the first two quarters.

Question 2
Why has Ofcom decided against a blanket ban on food advertising to children?

Sample answer

Ofcom opposed a blanket ban on food advertising to children for a number of reasons. First, evidence from Ofcom’s research shows that 70% of children's viewing takes place outside children's airtime. This includes the after-school slot on weekdays, Saturday mornings and throughout the day on dedicated children's channels on cable and satellite. Consequently, banning food advertising during the traditional children’s viewing slots would not be very effective. Second, bans have been tried in other countries but, where research has been undertaken to evaluate the effect, the findings are both unclear and contested. Third, categorising and defining foods would be difficult. A ban would be absolute and would remove the right to advertise any food or drink product, regardless of its nutritional value or potentially positive contribution to health. Finally, a ban is likely to reduce the amount of money invested in children’s television. This could result in less choice and poorer programmes for children.

Question 3
What controls exist for monitoring advertising on TV?

Sample answer

Prior to December 2003, commercial advertising on the television and radio was controlled by the Independent Television Commission (ITC). The ITC had a number of rules governing the use of adverts on television. However, the ITC ceased to exist from 18 December 2003 and its duties were transferred to Ofcom, the Office of Communications. Ofcom is the new communications sector regulator. It has wide-ranging responsibilities. For example, Ofcom inherited the duties of five regulators it replaced – namely, the Broadcasting Standards Commission (BSC), the Independent Television Commission (ITC), Oftel, the Radio Authority and the Radiocommunications Agency. 

Box 1 Ofcom’s arguments against a blanket ban  


.


The evidence from Ofcom's research shows that 70% of children's viewing takes place outside children’s airtime. By ‘children’s airtime’, Ofcom meant the after-school slot on week days, Saturday mornings and throughout the day on dedicated children's channels on cable and satellite. 





Other countries have banned aspects of television advertising to children. Where research has been undertaken to evaluate the effect, the findings are both unclear and contested. 





Categorising and defining foods would be difficult. Such a ban would be absolute and would remove the right to advertise any food or drink product, regardless of its nutritional value or potentially positive contribution to health.





A ban is likely to reduce the flow of funds into children’s television, possibly resulting in less choice and less innovation in programming.





Questions 





What seasonal variations does the data in Table 1 and Figure 1 show? 





Why has Ofcom decided against a ban on food advertising to children?





What controls exist for monitoring advertising on TV?
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