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Cover letter 

I am an Associate Professor of Marketing at Trinity Business School, and a Fellow of 
Trinity College Dublin. I have taught at undergraduate, postgraduate and executive level 
in the areas of international marketing, brand management, consumer behaviour and 
management for 15 years. My specific research is in food marketing, where I study the 
tactics of the food industry lobby and the strategies of food marketing, especially for 
ultra-processed food brands. I have recently established a Health Research Board- 
funded multisectoral academic research collaboration which aligns medical, marketing 
and public health expertise to better understand the commercial determinants of public 
health in Ireland. 

The OSMR proposes under Head 62 “A media code prepared by the Commission under 
subsection (2)(g) may prohibit the advertising in an audio-visual media or sound media 
service of a particular class or classes of foods and beverages considered by the 
Commission to be the subject of public concern in respect of the general public health 
interests of children, in particular those which contain fat, trans-fatty acids, salts or 
sugars”. 

The OSMR is thus designed to, and should, introduce a restriction on online marketing 
communications of HFSS foods. The most prevalent non-communicable disease in Irish 
children is overweight and obesity, arising from the  over-consumption of foods high in 
fat, salt and sugar (hereafter HFSS foods).  

In this submission, I will make just two arguments to make this case: HFSS foods pose a 
physical threat to children; and any reasonable person would understand that their 
presence online is intentionally to increase purchase and consumption.   

By acknowledging HFSS foods as a physical threat to health and an important issue for 
online safety, the Irish government gets a ‘multiple-duty effect’ from a single legislative 
action, (i) streamlining the excessive and inconclusive work of voluntary codes and self-
regulation in the food industry; (ii) fulfilling an internationally-endorsed public health 
objective; (iii) providing real clarity for food firms on what is permissible without 
recourse to complex, expensive and often ineffectual monitoring and evaluation of 
progress; (iv) creating an incentive for food firms to reformulate their offerings and (v) 
consolidating Ireland’s position as a country leader in pro-social, population-level public 
health strategies. 

In contrast to our approach to the COVID-19 epidemic, where decisive measures have led 
to effective mitigation of a major public health risk, the response to the obesity crisis has 
been less effective, though no less important or urgent.  

 

 

Norah Campbell, Associate Professor of Marketing  

Trinity Business School, Trinity College Dublin. 
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Submission 

Head 62 Media Codes: 

Sections 2(g) and (4): 

2(g) “that advertising, teleshopping material, sponsorship and other forms of 
commercial promotion employed in any audiovisual media or sound media service, in 
particular advertising and other such activities which relate to matters likely to be of 
direct or indirect interest to children, protect the interests of children having particular 
regard to the general public health interests of children.” 

(4) “A media code prepared by the Commission under subsection (2)(g) may prohibit the 
advertising in an audiovisual media or sound media service of a particular class or classes 
of foods and beverages considered by the Commission to be the subject of public 
concern in respect of the general public health interests of children, in particular those 
which contain fat, trans-fatty acids, salts or sugars”. 

 

1. The high prevalence of overweight and obesity in Irish children poses a major 
threat to their health, now and in the future; 
 

2. The consumption of HFSS foods is known to cause overweight, obesity and 
related metabolic disorders in children as well as adults. There is a strong 
correlation between the rise of obesity and the rise of online HFSS advertising to 
children in Ireland; 

3. The intention of the dissemination of HFSS advertising to children online is to 
stimulate purchase and consumption of such foods; 
 

4. OSMR legislation can achieve multiple-duty effects in policy-making.  
 

1. The over-consumption of HFSS foods is a physical threat:  

In Ireland, one in four children is overweight or obese. Current World Health 

Organisation (WHO) predictions are that in 2025, over 80% of adults in Ireland will 

be overweight or obese, the highest proportion in the WHO 54-country European 

Region (WHO 2015). Children with obesity die younger as adults (Franks 2010). The 

prevalence of obesity and overweight globally has tripled in the last three 

decades (Ng et al., 2014). In Europe, the prevalence has continued to increase 

from 2010 to 2016, so that the lowest rate of overweight and obesity in the 

European region is estimated at just over 43% while the highest is nearly 67% 

(WHO 2018a). The burden of obesity has never been clearer, and is strongly linked 

to certain cancers (Krygiou 2017), diabetes (Laaksonen et al. 2010; Yi-Cheng et al. 

2008), cardiovascular risk and mortality (Abramovich et al. 2018). Specifically, 

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/nejmoa0904130
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140673614604608
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28246088/
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s10654-009-9405-0.pdf
https://diabetes.diabetesjournals.org/content/57/8/2245.short
https://diabetes.diabetesjournals.org/content/57/8/2245.short
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unhealthy dietary patterns are driving these problems (Juul et al. 2018; 

Mozarfarian et al. 2018).  

 

HFSS foods are nutritionally inferior, containing as they do significant shares of 

carbohydrates, free sugars, total and saturated fats, salt and energy density, and 

low shares of protein, fiber, vitamins and minerals (Mourbarac et al. 2017). 

Because of their poor nutritional profile, there is a strong relationship between 

HFSS foods and non-communicable diseases and mortality (Lawrence and Baker, 

2019; Srour et al. 2019; Rico-Campà et al. 2019; Rauber 2018; Rocha Filgueries et al. 

2019; Machado et al. 2019), as well as psychological problems like depression 

(Adjibade 2019). HFSS foods comprise up to 60% of the diet in the US (Baraldi et al. 

2018) and over 50 % in the UK (Monteiro et al. 2017).  

 

The fact that obesity prevalence rates have increased in the same way across all 

ages, genders and ethnic groups suggests that environmental factors such as the 

ready availability of unhealthy food, rather than some sort of collective change in 

motivation or personal responsibility is responsible for population level weight 

gain, with complex genetic and biological factors influencing an individual’s risk of 

weight gain within that environment (Rodgers 2018).  

 

2. There is a strong correlation between the rise of obesity and the rise of online 

HFSS advertising to children in Ireland. 

 

It is conclusive that food marketing plays a causal role in stimulating the desire 

for, and purchase of, HFSS foods in children, which in turn shapes their food 

preferences for the long-term (Lancet Commission 2019; Fleming-Milici and Harris 

2020; WHO 2016; Smith et al. 2019).  

 

Online digital marketing is a dominant modifiable risk factor. Globally, one third of 

internet users are children, and they are online for approximately 15 hours per 

week (Boyland 2020). Digital marketing is designed to be immersive, interactive, 

and a seamless part of social media, rather than designed as a separate ‘display 

advertisement’. This seamlessness, in the form of games, jokes, competitions, 

memes and video-snips are particularly effective in a greater subconscious 

reaction and a 28% increase in advertising viewed on mobile devices (WARC, 10 

December 2018, in Tatlow-Golden and Garde, 2020). 

 

60% of children in Ireland have some sort of social media account, including 48 % 

of eight-year-olds and 68 % of 11-year-olds (CyberSafe Ireland 2019). 57% of 

teenagers in Ireland spend three or more hours a day online (Sky TV 2018). A 

recent study found that school-aged children in England who spend more than 

three hours a day online are 79% more likely to be overweight or obese than those 

who spend less (Cancer Research UK 2018).  

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/british-journal-of-nutrition/article/ultraprocessed-food-consumption-and-excess-weight-among-us-adults/5D2D713B3A85F5C94B0C98A1F224D04A
https://www.bmj.com/content/361/bmj.k2426.abstract
https://www.bmj.com/content/365/bmj.l2289
https://www.bmj.com/content/365/bmj.l2289
https://www.bmj.com/content/365/bmj.l1451
https://www.bmj.com/content/365/bmj.l1949.full
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/10/5/587
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/9/8/e029544.abstract
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12916-019-1312-y
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(18)30021-5/fulltext
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666319307949
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666319307949
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/11/4/875
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211912420300778#bib103
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211912420300778#bib103
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211912420300778
https://www.cybersafekids.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/csi_annual_report_2019.pdf


Submission to the General Scheme of the Online Safety and Media Regulation Bill. 

4 
 

 

The online environment for children is obesogenic: In Ireland, 1 in 5 food websites, 

mostly for HSSF foods, have content that appeal directly to older children and 

teens (Tatlow-Golden 2018). Children are exposed to online food advertising that 

are specifically designed to manipulate them behaviourally, their rights to health 

and to be free from exploitation are infringed (Tatlow-Golden and Garde, 2020).  

‘Protective’ messages that are designed to enhance children’s advertising literacy 

do not reduce the impact of the HSSF message (Folkvord 2017).  

 

3:  The intention of the dissemination of HFSS advertising to children online is to 

stimulate purchase and consumption of such foods.  

 

Specific details on expenditure on HSSF food advertising in Ireland is proprietary, 

but there are indications of its growth:  Irish Digital Advertising Spend grew by 17% 

in 2019 according to the most recent IAB / PwC Online Adspend Study. In the UK, 

spending on junk food advertising is nearly 30 times what its government spends 

on promoting health eating (O-Dowd 2017).  

 

There is a long-established fallacy in reasoning when food corporations cite the 

massive job losses that accrue from the curtailment of its absolute freedoms to 

market. This is called the ‘policy dystopia’ model in the literature: the multiple 

strategies used by the food industry to influence the policymaking process 

(Mialon et al., 2020; Mialon, Julia & Hercberg, 2018).  

 

4. The role of multiple-duty effects in legislation:  

The Lancet Commission (2019) recommend policy-making in food that maximises 

effects across multiple realms. For example, obesity and climate change share 

common large scale societal drivers, require stronger governance levers to 

implement policy actions and require a reduction in the influence of large 

commercial interests, because the production of unhealthy food also has negative 

impacts on global warming.  Acknowledging HFSS foods as a children’s safety 

issue allows government to inject consistency into its extant strategies. It will 

remedy several inconsistencies, namely:  

A: Establish consistency across media channels:  

In 2013, Ireland established the important principle that items high in fat, salt or 
sugar (HFSS) should not be advertised to under-18s on broadcast media (TV and 
radio). Children should be afforded the same protection for all media.  

B: Reduce policy costs of multiple and failed voluntary policies:  

Currently digital marketing of food to children in Ireland is subject to voluntary 

code launched in 2018. This voluntary code has not been implemented, because of 

the apparent absence of a ‘technical’ guide to the HFSS industry. Considerable 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211912420300778
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666317300983
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29021190/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12992-020-00638-4
https://www.worldnutritionjournal.org/index.php/wn/article/view/579
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(18)32822-8/fulltext
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energies have been expended in devising the Code, and have resulted in stasis. 

Voluntary codes, and self-regulation have been deemed to be ineffective in 

reversing obesity and overweight ratios.  

An analysis of England’s obesity strategy 1992-2020 found that policies had been 

relied heavily on individual responsibility and behavioural change (Theis and White 

2021). The research identified 14 government strategies during this time along 

with 689 wide-ranging policies which made little or no difference to the 

prevalence of obesity during this time.  

C: Adopt the whole-of-government approach and fulfil targets  

In 2016 the Irish Government approved and published the obesity action plan ‘A 
Healthy Weight for Ireland’ with a clear target of halting this increase and 
reversing trends. There is some evidence of the stabilisation of childhood obesity 
in Ireland, but this is extremely fragile and can be knocked by shocks such as 
Covid-19. The ‘whole-of-government’ approach to obesity, encompassing many 
departments, would achieve better outcomes if the OSMR was also regarded as 
part of the whole-of-government approach.  

D: Empower the food industry by making a clear rule:  

With the OSMR, the marketing of HFSS can be made legally clear, ending years of 
complex, acrimonious, expensive and ineffective bargaining with food 
stakeholders. This then does not interfere with food brands’ techniques of 
advertising to children, but can then impel them to reformulate their foods (a 
triple duty action. Evidence suggests that regulation impels innovation, e.g. in the 
UK, for example, the sugar tax only generated half the forecasted revenue from 
business because drinks manufacturers were encouraged to increase their 
reformulation efforts to avoid the tax .  

E: Deal head on with the opaqueness of online media:  

The General Scheme acknowledges there is “a serious gap both internationally 
and in Ireland when it comes to addressing harmful online content”, hence the 
introduction of a law to establish a regulatory framework to deal with this 
challenge. One of the reasons that this regulation should be extended is because 
compliance through voluntary codes or self-regulation relies on the reliability of 
monitoring technologies impose an extreme burden of cost to the state, which 
may not even be effective (Marks 2019) The British government has recently 
outlined the reasons: use of shared devises, false reporting in age-questions; 
inaccuracy in eventual reach of message (i.e. while it may not be the explicit 
intention for a company to have a child view an image, that is the effect). In 
addition: There are further factors limiting the effectiveness of current regulation. 

 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1468-0009.12498
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1468-0009.12498
https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2019/05/15/Cost-of-reformulation-offset-by-sugar-taxes-and-improved-value-proposition
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-perils-of-partnership-9780190907082?cc=ie&lang=en&
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/total-restriction-of-online-advertising-for-products-high-in-fat-sugar-and-salt-hfss/introducing-a-total-online-advertising-restriction-for-products-high-in-fat-sugar-and-salt-hfss
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/total-restriction-of-online-advertising-for-products-high-in-fat-sugar-and-salt-hfss/introducing-a-total-online-advertising-restriction-for-products-high-in-fat-sugar-and-salt-hfss

