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High availability of ultra-processed products on the points of food sale located near
homes and schools; 
High fluctuation of healthful food prices, and ultra-processed options at lower
prices; 
Exacerbated advertising and marketing strategies, many of them are targeted to
children; 
Confusing and inadequate nutritional labels.

Child obesity in Brazil
 
In the last decades, Brazilian food standards have radically changed. The traditional
meals, prepared with “in natura” or minimally processed food – such as rice, beans,
vegetables and meats - have been replaced by ultra-processed foods and soft drinks,
such as ready-made lasagnas, instant noodles and soft drinks.
 
Researches carried out in Brazil   , show that the consumption of ultra-processed
products begins increasingly earlier: children under 2 years old consume soft drinks,
artificial juices (32,3%), biscuits, cookies and cakes regularly (60,8%). Soft drinks are
also present in teenagers’ diet (45% of them consume soft drinks regularly), and this
is the 6th most consumed food by this age bracket.
 
The alimentary habits changes have negative consequences to the Brazilian
children’s and teenagers’ health.  According to data of RFB (Research of Family
Budgets) 2008-2009, overweight reaches one in every three 5 to 9-year-old children
and one in every five adolescents.
 
According to a study carried out by the World Obesity Federation, if this trend
continues, in 2025, 11.5 million children in the country will be overweight, about 1
million children and adolescents will have high blood pressure and 150 thousand will
develop diabetes.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The obesity impacts also affect the National Health System - SUS (Sistema Único de
Saúde). In 2011, the system spent US$ 269.6 million on consultations, surgeries and
other procedures to deal with obesity and the problems that result from it.
 
The consumers’ exposure to an obesogenic food environment has an influence on
food choices and, consequently, it favors the overweight increase. Among the main
obstacles faced for healthy diets are:

The problems of the food advertising and labels for children
 
The advertising of non-alcoholic food and soft drinks, considered as an important
factor in the influence of unhealthy choices are associated to overweight, obesity and
NCDs (Noncommunicable Diseases). Such fact becomes increasingly problematic
when the advertising is directed at children – the child, due to his cognitive and
emotional development stage, is not usually capable of taking a stance and being
self-determined as it refers to the abusive advertising,  thus having his right of choice
limited.
 
Furthermore, most products directed at children show vibrant colors, characters,
celebrities, children images, among others, with the purpose of making them more
attractive to this public and to promote the purchase  .
 
On the other hand, food labels are an important communication tool between
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Anvisa tries to solve problems
 
One of Anvisa’s attempts to regulate food advertising in a more specific way was the
publication of The Administrative  Resolution 24/2010, which would make compulsory
that the advertisements of foods high in sugar, salt and fat, as well as of low nutrition
value drinks receive warning labels to indicate harm to health, in case of excessive
consumption. .. Nonetheless, the resolution was suspended by judicial decision, by
request of food and advertising industries, which contested Anvisa’s normative
competence to deal with the theme.
 
Four years later, the agency began the process to review the current nutritional
labeling standards of foods and, on September 23, 2019, it opened a public
consultation to collect opinions about the magnifying glass front-of-package nutrition
labeling model.
 
Idec (Brazilian Institute for Consumer Defense) has participated since the beginning
in the review process. UNICEF ( The United Nations Children’s Fund) and the
Institute believe that the best  front-of-package nutrition labeling model to make the
food choice easier for Brazilian consumers will be the warning triangles  proposed by
Idec to Anvisa.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Besides the fact that the model is supported by dozens of national and international
organizations, the proposal – inspired by the octagon model, implemented, in 2016, in
Chile – uses PAHO’s nutritional profile as the eligibility criteria for the inclusion of the 

warning triangles. The model proposed by the Pan American Health
Organization (PAHO) is supported by the World Health Organization 

(WHO) as the the best for preventing non-communicable
chronic diseases.

 
Researches have proved that the triangle is the most efficient
way to inform the consumer, on the moment of the purchase
and Anvisa, in one of its reports  , made that clear.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

consumers and advertisers, and they have a great deal of influence on the purchase
decisions and alimentary choices.
 
Anvisa (Agência Nacional de Vigilância Sanitária), the National Health Surveillance
Agency determines parameters for all information that are present on packaged food
and soft drinks, with the purpose of making correct, clear and accurate information
about the product available. Furthermore, both the Brazilian Consumer Defense
Code  and the Resolution 163/2014 of Conanda - the National Council on Child and
Adolescent Rights - prohibit any advertising directed at  children.
 
However, many ultra-processed foods show nutritional allegations (such as “rich in
fibers”, integral cereal”, “with vitamins and minerals”) and other marketing strategies to
suggest that the product is healthier and to point out its sensorial characteristics, such
as the flavor and the texture  . Furthermore, the presence of abusive elements,
directed at children on unhealthful food and soft drinks is still present on supermarket
shelves and other food point of sales all over Brazil.
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Biscuits and cookies (71%);
Cakes and wafers (58%);
Savory snacks (42%);
Breads and rolls (36%);
Industrialized juices (90%);
Dairy drinks and chocolate milk (57%);
Ultra-processed yogurt (28%).

Perception of parents and caretakers
 
The research results show that 45% of parents and caretakers do not have the habit
to check the labels of packages of the products they consume. And 10% of them have
declared that they never check. Surveys show that this happens because they feel
that they have “familiarity with the product” and for the “difficulty to read the labels”
(the letters are very small and hidden; confusing information and generally presented
in a technical language) .
 
Among those who usually analyze the labels,10% always or almost always do it and
are used to checking more frequently: the expiration date and the validity,quantity of
sugar and quantity of sodium.
 

When asked about the aspects related to the ultra-processed food packages; 82%
declared that they fully agree or just agree with the statement that the visual elements
that are present on the food packages,such as , colors, expressions and images,
influence the children’s food choice. Furthermore, 55% of caretakers believe that the
frequent consumption of industrialized food can do harm to the child’s health.
 

Regarding the frequency and  harms associated to the consumption of sweeteners,
60% of respondents said that the children do not consume or rarely consume
products with sweeteners. Nevertheless, when asked about what types of foods and
drinks are bought as options for the children, they said that they put in the children’s
lunch boxes:

 
This shows that many of them do not know the 
ingredients that are part of those products, since most 
of them contain sweeteners.
 
Only 33% of caretakers believe that the frequent 
consumption of sweeteners do harm to the health.  
However, according to INCA (Cancer National Institute), 
the consumption of sweetener is associated to some 
types of cancer. Furthermore, according to PAHO, 
the constant consumption of sweet flavors (based on 

The research
 
With this scenario, Idec and UNICEF carried out a research in August 2019 to
evaluate the influence of marketing strategies and labels design on the perception,
preferences and food choices of  7 to 12-year-old children of different socioeconomic
levels. The purpose was to collaborate to the development and the implementation of
public norms and food regulation deemed adequate and effective.
 
The research interviewed 69 children, who live in urban areas of São Paulo
municipality. During the focal groups, they had to: list their favorite foods and soft
drinks, answer questions about the aspect and marketing strategies that make them
want to consume those products, draw and glue packages of cookies and snacks,
with the purpose of increasing the sale of fictitious products near schools.
 
Parents and caretakers responsible for the choice and purchase of the child’s food
have also participated in the study by means of answering a questionnaire.
 
The research interviewed boys (51%) and girls (49%) and most of them were 10 - 12
years old (57%). On the other hand, most parents and caretakers were women (81%)
who worked outside their homes (72%).
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Product in evidence (for example, image of the cracker and sandwich cookies
chocolate drops);
Vibrant colors (colorful name of the product, many colors on the package, colors
that have something to do with the flavor, etc.);
Information about the flavor (chocolate, strawberry, among others);
Abundance of lenient characteristics of the product (for example, filling, chocolate
dressing, dripping syrup);
Presence of characters (characters of the brand or fortuitous ones);
Novelties and promotions (for example, collecting items);
The product manufacturing process (information that the snack is made of corn
and baked).

sugar or not) promotes the ingestion of sweet food and soft drinks, inclusive those
that contain sugars. This result is very important to small children, because the
consumption in a precocious age define the alimentary habits along their lives.
 
The great majority of parents and caretakers (83%) also said that the children
consume industrialized food and soft drinks daily and that the children’s opinion about
the choice of food and soft drinks is very important (51%) or important (30%).
 
La grande mayoría de padres, madres y responsables (83%) también declaró que los
niños consumen diariamente alimentos y bebidas industrializados, y que la opinión de
los niños en la selección del alimento y bebida es muy importante (51%) o importante
(30%).
 
What do children eat, according to themselves?
 
In the beginning of the focal groups, the children made a list of foods and drinks that
they would like to take to consume at school. Afterwards, they had to say why they
had chosen those foods and drinks and when they consume them.
 
Among the options, the most mentioned drinks were juices (81%), soft drinks (54%),
ultra-processed yogurts (28%). Regarding food, the most mentioned options were
snacks (61%), fruits (57%), industrialized cakes (55%) and cookies (41%). Although
fruits are in second place, industrialized cakes and cookies were the favorite options
of children of lower social classes, whereas fruits are in fourth place (47%).
 
Despite the fact that children have listed this last food as one of their favorite, fruits
were not included among the most acquired options by parents and caretakers. This
must have something to do with a number of factors, such as higher prices, less
availability in food environments, convenience, flavor, perception that the child prefers
unhealthful products – sweets, crackers, etc. among others.
 
We have analyzed the favorite and most mentioned foods, and noticed that
statements such as “it is sweet”, “it has dressing”, “it is delicious”, “it is crispy”, as well
as the fact that “it nourishes” have more value for children than the notion that the
food is healthful (for example: “it is good for the health”, “it is light”, “it gives you
energy”).
 
Do packages really have an impact on the children’s choices?
 
The second activity has investigated, by means of questions, what are the aspects
and marketing strategies of ultra-processed foods that are associated to the children’s
choice of their favorite foods and drinks. According to them, the items that attracted
them the most are, in this order:

 



Vibrant colors (to attract one’s attention);
Image of the product (to show how a cracker 

The product flavor;
Allegations about the flavor and the pleasure 

Different shapes of the cookie;
The product brand and character.

Chips, used by 26% of the respondents;
Crispy, used by 25% of the children;
You can win a surprise toy, element glued by 22% of the respondents;
Neymar, chosen by 19%;
Cheese, used by 19%;Sponge Bob Square Pant, glued by 19%;
Anitta, element chosen by 16%.

The (im)perfect cookie
 
During the third activity, the children had to draw a package of sandwich cookies  and
to make collages on a cracker label, both fictitious, that could be sold by an imaginary
company near the school. The purpose was to analyze the main aspects that
generate attraction among the children.
 
During the activity, the most utilized elements by the children were:

really is);

(“It is delicious”, “do you want it“?”, “open and enjoy”);

 
One the of children, who was in the 7 – 9 age bracket and belonged to the B2/C
social class, used a lot of colors to make a happier package and draw a cookie to
show how it is.  Another one in the 10 – 12 age bracket and belonged to the A/B1
social class, said that he made a package with a character (a happy face with a
topknot) and used many colors to make an attractive package, because it was a
product for children her age.
 
A non-tasty snack
 
During the last activity, the children sticked  attractive elements to the package of a
new snack to make its fictitious sale easier near the school. The most used elements
were:

 
In their explanations,, one child (7-9 years old, B2/C) said that he glued Neymar’s
image because he is a very successful soccer player, and when people see that it is
his cracker they will know that it is a good product. Another one included “You can win
a surprise toy” so that the parents buy more and the kids complete the collection.
 

Conclusion
 
The results bring elements supported by other studies, which reinforce the great deal
of influence of marketing strategies and of the packages attractiveness in the
purchase decision and the food choices for children.
 
In the Brazilian context, we have noticed a series of verbal elements (statements
about nutrition and health) and non-verbal ones (colors, formats, images and
symbols) on the ultra-processed foods packages to convince the consumers that such
foods are healthier, have more flavor and are fun. Such a fact reinforces the need to
regulate the abusive marketing to children, supported by a robust scientific literature
and reinforced by international institutions, such as WHO and PAHO.
 
Finally, the results of this study point out the need to investigate the impact of different
scenarios of children exposures to a number of marketing strategies with the purpose
to go ahead with advertising and labeling regulatory agendas and the promotion of
healthier food environments.
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