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10 FOOD MARKETING AND LABELING 
BACKGROUND READING 

 

“Advertising, new products, and larger portions all contribute to a food environment that promotes 
eating more, not less.”1  

     - Marion Nestle, Food Politics: How the industry influences nutrition and health  

Essential questions 
• To what degree are food choices made by individuals, versus made by others on their behalf? 
• How can marketing and labeling affect food choices?  How can they make food choices more or 

less informed? 
• Why and how do food companies market their products? 
• How should food marketing be regulated, if at all? Should food companies be allowed to market 

products to children and in schools?   

Introduction 
Americans suffer from an epidemic of diet-related illnesses that stem, in part, from overeating.2 The 
amount of calories provided by the U.S. food supply,3 as well as the amount consumed,4 have both 
risen over recent decades. Most of this increase has been in the form of refined grains, added fats 
and added sugars.5 

What has led to these changes in American diets? There are many influences on what people eat, 
ranging from personal taste preferences to the cost and availability of food in a community (refer to 
Diet and Influences on Food Choice and Food Environments). This module focuses on the effects of 
food marketing and labeling on what people eat. 

In 1999, U.S. food companies spent an estimated $33 billion on marketing.1 In food environments 
saturated with enticing new products, captivating advertisements and increasing portion sizes, 
some nutritionists see it as no surprise that Americans struggle with moderation.1 This raises 
questions of how much control people have over their food choices: To what degree are those 
choices driven by individual needs, versus driven by effective marketing campaigns? Children, in 
particular, may be particularly susceptible to the effects of marketing.6  

Food labels, such as nutrition information and USDA Organic labels, may help consumers make 
more informed purchases that align with their values and nutritional needs. Food labels can also be 
used as marketing tools, and may convey misleading information.   

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/diet_and_food_choice.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
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Food Marketing 
All businesses, from small-scale farms to multi-national food manufacturers, depend on marketing 
to promote their products and build relationships with customers. Food marketing takes many 
forms, including advertising, raising brand awareness and paying stores for shelf space.  

In the United States, food manufacturers, restaurants and stores spend roughly $11 billion annually 
on direct advertising, including television, magazine, radio and internet ads.7–9 Most food 
advertisements promote products that Americans already consume in excess, such as convenience 

foods, candy, snacks and soft drinks.7 In contrast, food manufacturers spent only 2 percent ($159 
million) of their direct advertising budget to promote sales of fruits, vegetables, grains and beans,7 
while the USDA spent only $300 million annually on nutrition education.1 The sales of a product 
increase with the visibility and repetition of the advertisements promoting it,1 raising questions of 
how advertising efforts are affecting consumers’ health.  

Food companies focus their marketing efforts on products with added value (refer to Food 

Processing).1 These are foods and beverages with marketable qualities that consumers pay extra 
for, such as convenience, added dietary nutrients, flavors, textures, colors and even unusual 
shapes (such as dinosaur-shaped chicken nuggets). For example, the corn and corn sweeteners in a 
typical box of corn flakes are worth roughly four cents, while the box of cereal sells for over four 
dollars.10,11 This is partly because the raw ingredients have been processed into a product that 
offers convenience (no preparation is required to eat it, other than pouring milk), added sweetness 
and flavor, and a visually appealing box (perhaps featuring a cartoon character).  

Unlike the ingredients common in highly processed foods, little value can be added to most fruits 
and vegetables other than by freezing or cutting them. This is one reason why fruits and vegetables 
are less frequently advertised,.1 even though such campaigns can be effective: Following a televised 
advertising campaign in Canada, broccoli sales increased by eight percent, while consumers’ 
perceptions of broccoli as a tasty and healthy food rose substantially. Curiously, the goal of the 
campaign was not to promote broccoli, but simply to demonstrate the effectiveness of television 
advertising.12 

Because most Americans already have access to a wide variety of food choices, food manufacturers 
may go to great lengths to promote sales.1 In 2009, food manufacturers introduced nearly 20,000 
new products to U.S. retail shelves,13 an amount that has risen from fewer than 6,000 in the mid-
1980s.1 Some of these are fortified versions of existing products, others are low-fat, low-sugar or 
low-salt versions.1 Most are in the form of candy, gum, snacks, beverages and other highly 
processed foods.13 These must compete against the 320,000 or so different items that are already 
sold in stores across the country.1 Because store shelf space is limited, only the most successful 
products remain; the rest are pulled from stores.1 The fierce competition for shelf space is one 
reason why food manufacturers invest heavily in marketing their products. Many manufacturers 

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_processing.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_processing.html�
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pay slotting fees, for example, to place their products on the most visible areas of supermarket 
shelves, where consumers are more likely to notice them.1 

Marketing to children 
Marketing campaigns are carefully tailored to appeal to specific groups.1 Children, in particular, 
make attractive customers: In 1997, American children spent close to $8 billion of their own money 
on food and beverages.14 In addition buying products themselves, in 1997, children influenced 
(through asking or “nagging”) over $100 billion of spending on foods and beverages by their 
parents.14 Most of these purchases were for carbonated beverages, candy and salty snacks.15  To put 
these values in context, total annual food and beverage sales in the U.S. approached $900 billion.15 

Food companies spend an estimated $10 billion annually marketing to youth in America.15 By some 
estimates, the average young person in the U.S. views between 10,000 and 20,000 televised food 
advertisements each year (between 25 and 50 per day),6,16 mostly for sweetened cereals, candy 
bars, soft drinks and other nutrient-poor foods.1,6,16 After viewing television advertisements for 
these products, children have been shown to request them more often, particularly if the 
advertisements were aired frequently.6 Another common marketing strategy, used by fast food 
companies, is to offer toys based on popular movies.6   

Research has shown that children under 8 years of age do not understand that the purpose of 
commercials is to persuade people to buy products.6 The Federal Trade Commission (FTC), a 
government organization responsible for protecting consumers, ruled in the late 1970s that it was 
unfair and deceptive to advertise to children younger than six years, but a ban was never 
implemented.6   

Marketing can also be used to promote healthy eating behaviors; advertisements for healthy foods 
have been shown to be effective among young children.6   

Marketing in schools 
Over recent decades, food and beverage marketing has also become prominent in schools. Brand 
name products like Pizza Hut, Taco Bell, Snickers and Pepsi are common in cafeterias and vending 
machines; their logos can even be found on some educational materials.1 Though foods sold outside 
of the National School Lunch Program are often high in calories, fat and sugar,7,23,24 sales of 
competitive foods can bring in much-needed money to schools with struggling budgets.17,18 
Company representatives have admitted that selling their products in schools is only marginally 
profitable, but they benefit from the opportunity to recruit lifelong brand loyal customers at a 
young age.18 This approach is based on the theory that the younger the age at which brand 
awareness is established, the stronger the brand loyalty will be as a child grows.19 

In the 1990s, soft drink companies began offering schools large payments in return for the rights to 
exclusively sell their products in vending machines and events.1 As a result of these pouring rights 



FOOD MARKETING AND LABELING | BACKGROUND READING 

TEACHING THE FOOD SYSTEM | A PROJECT OF THE JOHNS HOPKINS CENTER FOR A LIVABLE FUTURE 4 

contracts, students of those schools would be exposed to the same soft drink logo on everything 
from cups to sports uniforms.1 For more on school food, refer to Food Environments.   

Food labeling  
Food labels, when not misleading, can educate consumers about the origins of their food, the 
practices used to produce it, or its nutritional content. The information on labels may help 
consumers assess the health, environmental and social outcomes of their purchases, empowering 
them to “vote with their forks”—or make informed purchasing choices that more closely align with 
their values. For example, labels have proven effective in promoting organic farming practices and 
more stable livelihoods for some farmers.20 

Some labels convey information about production practices. For example, USDA Organic 
certification generally requires that no petroleum-based fertilizers, synthetic pesticides, sewage 
sludge or genetic engineering are used in growing food or food ingredients.21 Fair trade labels may 
help provide farmers with fair prices, ensure safe working conditions or prohibit child labor. 
Animal welfare labels may protect livestock against certain physical and emotional harms, and may 

require that animals are able to perform natural behaviors, such as roaming freely on pasture in 
the company of their own kind. These are voluntary labels; businesses generally use them to 
educate consumers and to promote the unique qualities of their products.   

Other labels inform consumers about the nutritional content of foods and beverages. The most 
prominent of these is the nutrition information label that appears on the back of food and beverage 
packages. The label, now required by the U.S. FDA, was launched in 1994 in the hope that it would 
help curb diet-related disease by helping consumers make healthier choices.22 A recent study 
estimates that slightly over half of U.S. adults read nutrition labels, and those that do generally 
make healthier food choices.22 Some organizations have proposed changes to nutrition labels that 
might make them clearer and easier to interpret.22,23 Together with promotional campaigns, this 
could expand the number of consumers who read the label.22 Even with these improvements, 
however, nutrition labels alone are not enough to solve the obesity crisis.22 

While some labels are closely regulated by the government, require a rigorous certification process 
or both, others are not regulated, regulated poorly, open to many interpretations, or have little or 
no significant meaning. These labels may mislead consumers. For example, contrary to what some 
consumers might expect, the “natural” label has no implications for nutritional value or production 
practices, including the use of transgenic (genetically engineered) organisms, antibiotics and 
added hormones (refer to Food Animal Production);24 the “free range” label on eggs does not 
require birds to have been raised outdoors,25 and until recently, even the USDA Organic label had 
only vague regulations on animal health and welfare.26 Partly for these reasons, some consumers 
prefer to purchase their food directly from farmers they know and trust (refer to Food Distribution 

and Transport). 

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_animal_production.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/distribution_and_transport.html�
http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/distribution_and_transport.html�
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Labels as marketing tools 
Nutrition and health claims have become commonplace on the front of food and beverage packages.  
Since the 1970s, laws regulating front-of-package labels have been gradually eased, allowing 
manufacturers to tout claims like “increases immunity,” “heart healthy” and “anti-oxidant rich.”27  
Because these labels help to boost sales of a product, food manufacturers have fought hard to lift 
regulations against them.27 

While not all front of package labels are misleading, nutritionists have expressed many concerns 
about them. Many front-of-package claims cannot be verified.27 The claims also draw attention to 
certain narrow aspects of a food, such as “low in sodium” or “fortified with nutrients,” distracting 
consumers from the fact that those foods may be otherwise unhealthy.27 Ironically, a recent study 
found that roughly half of the products featuring front-of-package nutrition claims were high in 
saturated fat, salt and/or sugar.28 Current regulations on front-of-package labels are not rigorous 
enough to prevent this type of misinformation.27  

Menu labeling  
Some public health advocates have turned to putting nutritional labels on restaurant menus as a 
way to curb the obesity epidemic.29,30 Meals offered by full-service restaurants and fast-food 
establishments are often high in calories and fat, and come in large portion sizes.31 Consumers may 
be unaware off—or underestimate—the amount of calories, fat and salt in meals eaten away from 
home,31 and eating out more frequently has been associated with weight gain and obesity.31 In 
2006, American households spent nearly half of their food budgets on meals and snacks prepared 
away from home (at restaurants, hotels, schools and other places), up from 30 percent in 1965.32 
For these and other reasons, menu labeling is intended to help consumers make healthier 
choices29,30 (for more information on restaurants, refer to Food Environments).   

In July 2008, New York City became the first city in the United States to require menu labeling in 
restaurants, with mixed results. An initial study found that the labels made no significant overall 
difference in the amounts of calories consumed by New Yorkers.29 Results from a later study, 
however, suggest that calorie labels do reduce how much consumers eat, provided the calorie 
amounts are given in the context of total recommended daily intake (i.e. a 2,000 calorie diet).30  

Conclusion 
Public health advocates have proposed a number of changes to the way foods are marketed and 
labeled, with the intent of helping Americans make healthier and more informed food choices. 
These proposals include laws that require menu labeling, prohibit misleading claims in advertising 
and on labels, and restrict the marketing of nutrient-poor foods—particularly to children and in 
schools.1,6,22 Some representatives of food companies have opposed these measures, arguing that 
diets are a matter of personal responsibility, and that attempts to influence food choice by way of 
federal regulations impinge upon individual liberties and the free market.33 It is worth noting that 

http://www.jhsph.edu/teachingfood/curriculum/food_environments.html�
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food companies themselves often have a strong influence, through lobbying, in the federal 
government.1 Regardless of one’s views on the role of government in influencing food choices, there 
is little debate over the value in educating consumers with the skills to critically interpret food 
marketing and food labels.  
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