
 

 

Health equity & junk food marketing: 

Talking about targeting kids of color 

a framing brief from Berkeley Media Studies Group 
 

To ensure that everyone has a fair and just opportunity to be as healthy as 

possible, we must remove obstacles to health.1 In the United States, junk 

food marketing to children is one of those obstacles because it encourages 

unhealthy diets and, ultimately, fuels disease. Such marketing is also a racial 

and health equity issue because junk food companies specifically target 

children and youth of color. Understanding and communicating effectively about 

this type of targeted marketing is a critical step toward achieving health equity.  

Research shows that our preferences for food are established when we are very 

young,2 so advocates are increasingly recognizing and concerned about the 

harms of junk food marketing to kids. We wanted to know: When advocates 

communicate about junk food marketing, do they talk about health equity? To 

find out, we analyzed reports, websites and other materials from organizations 

around the country that are working on issues related to food marketing. We 

found some mention of the disproportionate amount of junk food marketing 

targeting children and youth of color, but we also identified many gaps in that 

discussion. In this framing brief, we describe what we learned, show why 

children of color should be at the forefront of our conversations about and 

actions to reduce target marketing, and suggest how we all can get better at 

discussing this critical public health and social justice issue. 

Target marketing: What is it and why does it matter? 

Communities of color have been the hardest hit by diabetes and other 

nutrition-related diseases. Food marketing is one serious obstacle to 

healthy eating patterns that can help prevent these disease risks. Food 

and beverage companies aggressively target communities of color with 

marketing for foods and drinks that are low in nutrition and high in sugars, 

salt and fats — the very foods and beverages that contribute to these 

diseases.3 Almost no marketing is for foods and beverages that families 

should eat more of, like fruits, vegetables or whole grains. 
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With the rise of digital technology, targeted marketing for sugary sodas, 

energy drinks, salty snacks, candy and fast food has become especially 

pervasive. Food and beverage companies align their marketing practices with 

the ways that consumers use social media, cell phones, gaming platforms 

and other digital devices to target consumers wherever they are at all hours of 

the day, particularly on their mobile devices, where marketers concentrate 

their spending.4 For example, digital marketers can follow Snapchat users 

through the app’s McDonald’s filters on their smartphones or use GPS 

coordinates to locate them as they approach a fast-food restaurant.  

Using digital tools, marketers collect an unending stream of data about 

purchases, location, preferences, behaviors and more. Those data can 

exacerbate inequalities because they are shaped by current and past 

discriminatory policies and practices. For example, Jim Crow laws such as 

redlining have kept people of color out of certain neighborhoods5, 6 and limited 

their access to affordable, fresh and healthy food. That impacts purchasing 

patterns, since where people live — and the products made available to them 

there — influences what food people prefer and buy.  

Once a community has shown a preference for a product, the food and 

beverage industry then uses purchasing data to inform additional spending to 

continue marketing that product, regardless of whether it is healthy. This 

pattern reinforces inequities and keeps communities of color on the receiving 

end of junk food marketing, which cements adverse health outcomes in the 

future. 

A digital bull’s-eye on kids of color  

Data mining is even more problematic when it is used to target children, who 

are especially vulnerable to advertising. A child’s online viewing and activity data 

can be used instantly to determine what content they’ll be shown — and what 

junk food ads they’ll be served — in the future. Since kids of color are at the 

vanguard of using digital media, their exposure to digital marketing is even 

higher. Youth of color get what researchers call a “double dose” of unhealthy 

food and sugary beverage marketing because they are exposed to mainstream 

campaigns aimed at all children and youth as well as campaigns targeted to 

their own communities. In practice, that means that, for example, Black children 

and teens end up seeing more than twice as many ads for energy drinks and 

regular soda compared with white children and teens, and 60 percent more fast-

food ads.3 
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Marketers also target communities of color — and youth in particular — 

because they see them as cultural leaders. According to the University of 

Georgia’s Selig Center for Economic Growth, young people of color “are 

trendsetters and tastemakers for young consumers of all races.”7 Similarly, 

drawing on Nielsen data, Advertising Age describes young African-Americans as 

a group that “shapes consumerism and, in many instances, mainstream 

culture, like no other.”8 Consequently, says McDonald’s U.S Chief Marketing 

Officer, they “set the tone for how [companies] enter the marketplace.”9 

What’s more, the digital landscape is evolving rapidly. Innovations that 

marketers use to target certain demographics more precisely often go under the 

radar, especially in their early phases. Even when companies are transparent 

about new and emerging tactics, such as when advertising executives showcase 

their campaigns at industry awards festivals, the health consequences of their 

practices remain hidden, leaving the public with the false impression that such 

campaigns are benign. This makes it all the more important for advocates to 

stay abreast of ever-changing marketing technologies and to communicate their 

health impacts to the field. 

Are children of color included when we talk about junk food marketing? 

How advocates frame the issue of target marketing will determine whether the 

public, policymakers, and even marketers themselves, see the problem.  

Framing is how our minds 

recognize patterns of ideas, 

categorize them and derive 

meaning from them. It is the 

translation process between 

incoming information — things we 

see, read or hear — and the ideas 

already in our heads. Frames 

influence how people react to 

ideas, so how an issue is framed 

can affect whether it has popular 

or political support; the frame 

influences what solutions seem 

viable.  

 

  

McDonald’s billboard, Shiprock, New Mexico, Navajo Nation. Photo 
courtesy of Denisa Livingston, Diné Community Advocacy Alliance (DCAA), 
facebook.com/dineadvocacy 
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In the case of junk food marketing, it means we have to talk about race and 

ethnicity. Targeted junk food marketing is a racial and ethnic issue because of 

its roots in historically discriminatory policies and practices. Those roots 

manifest in today’s inequities, such as the fact that African-American and Latino 

children are disproportionately exposed to more marketing than are their white 

counterparts,10-12 and food and beverage industry representatives themselves 

make clear that children of color are a key group of focus. One Coca-Cola 

executive pointed out that “86 percent of [the company’s] growth through 2020 

for Coca-Cola's youth-target market [would] come from multicultural consumers, 

especially Hispanic,” and concluded “focusing on this segment [is] critical to 

the company's future growth.”13  

In other words, since the food 

and beverage industry explicitly 

focuses on kids of color, 

advocates must too. 

Additionally, advocates need to 

talk about the connection 

between their work and racial 

and ethnic equity; otherwise, the 

solutions people propose won’t 

address equity either. 

To find out whether children and 

youth of color are in the frame 

when advocates talk about junk 

food marketing, we reviewed 

how leading public health 

advocacy and research 

organizations describe food 

and beverage marketing in their research reports, on their websites and in other 

materials. We found that although ethnically targeted marketing of junk food to 

children is clearly documented in published research, and many documents 

address marketing to children in general, few explicitly focus on targeted 

marketing or include images of children or families of color. Many documents 

mention health disparities, but most fail to explicitly connect the problem to 

junk food marketing — or why it is a health equity issue. 
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A complicated relationship 

Although junk food marketing targeted at communities of color is a growing health issue that we must 
address, doing so is complicated for many reasons. To start, many food and beverage companies have 
longstanding connections in communities of color and are well regarded. The companies often bring 
jobs and dollars to under-resourced communities. Many are racially and ethnically diverse, with hiring 
practices centered around equity. And their corporate social responsibility campaigns and philanthropy 
frequently support organizations of color.  

While food and beverage companies donate to a variety of children’s advocacy organizations, the 
funds they provide to groups of color are significant because those organizations often do not enjoy the 
same level of philanthropy as others and may depend more on corporate donations for their survival. 
Further complicating matters, these companies have long promoted positive images of people of color 
in their marketing — something sorely lacking in other media.  

Despite these relationships and financial contributions, junk food marketing targeting kids of color has 
negative health consequences. Though companies may not intend for their marketing to harm 
communities of color, it encourages children and teens to consume food and beverages that threaten 
their health and longevity, contributing to diabetes, heart disease and a range of other conditions as 
they age. And with new research and news coverage about the relationship between food and disease 
growing at a steady clip, it is unlikely that food and beverage companies are unaware of their products’ 
potential to do harm.  

Community leaders have described how targeted marketing can mislead members of their community, 
making it harder to promote health. The Rev. William H. Lamar IV, pastor of the historic Metropolitan 
African Methodist Episcopal Church in Washington, D.C., told the Washington Post that he was 
grateful that companies such as Coca-Cola had supported these organizations but that their 
philanthropy did not “negate the science or the fact that their marketing is mendacious.” And the Rev. 
Delman Coates, senior pastor of Mt. Ennon Baptist Church in Clinton, Maryland, emphasized how 
industry’s exploitation of people of color has evolved but not ended: "As a person of African-
American descent in this country and with a knowledge of the history, I'm deeply saddened by the way 
African-American slaves were used for the production of sugar and now African-Americans are dying 
because of sugar.”  

We are motivated by our core value of health equity for all. Even when companies bring financial 
resources to support the good work being done by organizations serving communities of color, that 
does not give them carte blanche to market products that harm health. If food and beverage companies 
are as committed to serving communities of color as they say they are, then they should align their 
practices with their promises by marketing only healthy products to children and youth. 



 

6 

How can we put children of color in the frame when we talk 
about junk food marketing? 

Fighting targeted marketing is challenging, both because of food and beverage 

companies’ reach — they have occupied rural and urban places (Figures 1-2) 

and digital spaces alike — and because of their deep pockets. Even when 

advocates try to counter targeted marketing, they usually can’t compete with the 

frequency of the food marketing or the appeal of industry’s message. 

Still, progress is possible. To be sure children and youth of color are visible in 

the frame whenever we talk about junk food marketing, we can illustrate the 

marketing landscape around kids of color and embed those descriptions in good 

strategic communication practices, which include expressing our shared values 

and naming clear solutions. 

Illustrate the target marketing landscape 

How can we trigger the idea that junk food marketing to kids of color is a 

pervasive health equity problem that demands solutions? Begin by describing 

how communities of color have to contend with an environment that has more 

junk food marketing than others. You could point out that outdoor advertising for 

high-calorie food is highest in Black and Latino neighborhoods,14 that African-

American youth are exposed to more TV ads for junk food,15 that healthier food 

costs more on Indian reservations while junk food costs less,16, 17 or that Black 

communities are disproportionately exposed to child-directed marketing displays 

at fast-food restaurants.18 Often there is more to say about the environment 

than time to say it — especially when you are talking to reporters — so 

describe those parts of the environment that link logically to the specific 

changes or policies you seek. (For more facts on target marketing, see 

http://www.foodmarketing.org/resources/racial-and-ethnic-target-marketing/.) 

Connect to shared values 

Next, say why you care about junk food marketing that targets kids of color. 

Values matter because they help people connect to messages and become 

motivated to act. Just reciting facts and figures will not shift people’s thinking, 

especially if those facts are out of sync with their underlying beliefs about the 

way they think the world should work.  

Values that give meaning to advocacy work, such as fairness and society’s 

collective responsibility to children, appeared regularly in the food marketing  
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narratives we analyzed, including in data-driven reports and documents. 

However, these and other values were rarely linked to marketing that targets 

children of color. We can do better. 

Fairness is one widely shared value that is at the core of health equity. Ideas 

about fairness can manifest in many ways. People might recognize unfairness 

when they learn that data targeting is, by its very nature, rooted in patterns of 

historical inequity and discrimination. Many people will relate with the idea that 

it is unfair for parents to be held responsible for marketing they can’t control. 

Others will connect with the injustice inherent in aggressive marketing practices 

that disproportionately target some communities with harmful products that can 

worsen health.   

Whatever value you choose, whether fairness, health or something else, be sure 

to express it early in your message. 

Present specific solutions 

Finally, develop a clear, simple description of the desired policy or systems 

change that will solve the problem (or at least get us closer to solving it). 

Advocates and researchers from a range of disciplines are pursuing different 

approaches to address food marketing to children. Many strategies, like 

expanding industry self-regulation, strengthening nutrition standards, and 

limiting brand advertising, would benefit all children, including kids of color.  

However, as marketers increasingly move into the digital space,4, 19  

so, too, must efforts to protect children from harmful food and beverage 

marketing. Addressing pervasive digital marketing is complex, but it can be 

done: Advocates in the United Kingdom illustrated one possible approach when 

the Committee of Advertising Practice banned marketing to children younger 

than 16 years old in non-broadcast media (including online and social media).20  

Whatever the approach, it is worthwhile to explore solutions that focus on digital 

marketing. Since we know that marketers use data-driven tactics to target 

children and youth of color, we need solutions that also focus on digital 

targeting, such as changing the mix of products marketed on YouTube channels 

popular with children of color. (For examples of policies and practices to 

address target marketing, see digitalads.org.) 
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Any debate about a solution will be rooted in fundamental questions about 

responsibility, namely: Who is responsible for taking the actions to solve this 

problem? When we name our solutions, we must also say who is responsible 

for putting them in place. There is an overwhelming tendency in the U.S. to 

default to personal responsibility for almost every problem; most people will find 

it easier to talk about what individuals can do than what companies or 

government institutions should do. Thus, explicitly naming who should take 

action is paramount. 

In our review of materials, we found that advocates and researchers fighting 

junk food marketing are, in general, conscientious about expanding the frame to 

highlight how the food and beverage industry can take responsibility for the 

ways it targets children. Far less often, however, do they explicitly address how 

the industry, along with other community and government stakeholders, can 

protect children who are disproportionately targeted with junk food marketing.  

Put it all together 

An effective frame around junk food marketing to children of color will illustrate 

the environment, connect to values and point to solutions. The message will 

answer three questions: 

• What’s the problem? 

• Why does it matter? 

• What should be done? 
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The order of the statement can change, but it’s important to describe the 

environment early. Doing so will help audiences understand why a solution that 

focuses on changing policy or corporate practices matters when it comes to 

health. This is especially important for audiences who are not from the 

community exposed to the marketing; if they are not being targeted, they won’t 

see it. Your description needs to make it visible.  

In the sample message below, we show how a researcher or advocate could 

use this formula to describe marketing to children of color and what to do about 

it. We begin with a general statement to cue the environment, describe the 

problem and establish our values. Then, we get specific about the solution, in 

this case asking food, beverage and technology companies to restrict digital 

marketing to protect children and youth of color.  

Sample message 

We all want our children to be healthy and thrive. Junk food marketing is a 
big obstacle to health because research shows it affects children’s diets, 
both now and later in life. What’s worse is that junk food marketers target 
children of color disproportionately with ads for salty, sugary snacks and 
use kids’ smartphones and social media accounts to reach them directly 
— often without parents’ knowledge. Food and beverage companies 
target Black and Latino children because the companies consider them 
cultural leaders — other kids follow what they do. Maybe that would be 
OK if the foods were healthy. But they’re not. When junk food marketers 
with big advertising budgets compromise kids’ health this way, it’s simply 
not fair to them, their parents or their communities. Internet and 
technology companies need to have clear, industry-wide policies and 
practices for how food and beverage marketers can engage with kids and 
teens without putting their health at risk. With strong, consistent 
guidelines in place, we can make sure all children in the United States are 
able to grow up in an environment that supports their health.  
 

Adapt your message based on your specific target (the audience), the solution 

you seek, and who is delivering it (the messenger). (See the “Interview gone 

wrong” and “Interview gone right” sections at the end of this brief for an 

example of how to stay on message.) 
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Conclusion 

Whenever we are communicating about food marketing, we should ask 

ourselves: Are we being explicit about marketing that targets children of color 

and why it matters? Are we addressing racial and ethnic targeting? Do we make 

it easier for people to see why structural and systemic changes to improve the 

marketing environment in communities of color are necessary? 

When the answers to those questions are “yes,” and when advocates are able 

to state solutions clearly and evoke values that resonate, they will be making 

the case that marketing that targets kids of color is a health equity issue and a 

threat to community health; that it is a problem that demands action; and that 

we all deserve to live, work, learn, play and raise our children in environments 

that are conducive to good health. 
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Interview gone wrong 

Once we have figured out what has to be done, who has to do it, and how to frame the issue, we have to 
be able to talk about it, in public and on the record. Because policymakers track issues via the news, the 
way the media portray topics like target marketing may influence policy decisions on the issue. Though 
journalists choose the interview questions and, ultimately, what makes it online, on the air or into print, 
advocates have a lot of control over how the interview unfolds. Whenever we talk with reporters, we 
have the opportunity to educate them about problems and what to do about them. 

But talking with reporters can be intimidating. Staying on message and keeping children of color at the 
forefront of marketing discussions requires preparation and practice. Without it, even the most seasoned 
speaker can get off track and forget that once the goal is to focus on target marketing and disparities, 
those should be the principal themes of the interview. Let's see what happens when an advocate talking 
about new food marketing policy efforts gets in front of the camera. 

Reporter: I don’t let my kids watch TV, so do I need to worry about food marketing? 

Answer: Well, TV is definitely an important tool for advertisers, but promotions like TV 
advertisements are just one way marketers reach kids. These days, most kids watch several 
screens at once, so companies can surround our kids with marketing. 

Reporter: When you say companies “surround them,” what does that mean? 

Answer: Marketing happens with products designed just for kids like Kraft “Lunchables,” in 
places kids congregate like schools, at prices they can afford, all personalized with digital 
marketing. That means kids are exposed to marketing in schools, stores, online on their 
phones and tablets, and in many other ways. 

So far so good. Let's keep going. 

Reporter: Is this really something that parents should be worried about? It seems like there 
are a lot bigger things to worry about than marketing. Isn’t advertising just a part of modern 
life that isn’t going to go away?  
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Interview goes right 
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