



A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate
Advertising makes people too fat and too thin

Advertising drives people (and especially children) into being under or overweight, argued Jo Swinson, Lib Dem MP for East Dunbartonshire, in a Debating Group event held in the House of Commons on Monday 29th November 2010. She was proposing the motion Advertising Makes People Too Fat and Too Thin in a debate sponsored by the Advertising Association and chaired by Jim Rothwell, Vice Chairman of the Debating Group, standing-in for Austin Mitchell MP.

Jo Swinson MP began by explaining how children are beginning to diet at younger and younger ages, and that recorded instances of eating disorders have doubled since 2005. She highlighted research by Girlguiding UK, citing ‘media influence’ as a big driver in this behaviour and asserted that children are especially susceptible to the techniques used in advertising.

The power of advertising was one of the reasons that £14.5bn was spent on it in 2009, Jo Swinson added, and digital retouching was prevalent in most advertisements, as well as other media. A copy of American Vogue from 2008 contained 107 retouched advertising images. Magazines featuring these adverts and similar pictures of thin models increased the pressure on young people like “Zoe” who had written to Jo Swinson to say that images of thin and brown models had contributed to her eating disorder.  Zoe wrote: 


“The Victoria Beckham adverts are probably airbrushed from head to toe and make me then think, oh no I don't look thin, brown, etc.  It does affect my life and has affected my eating and my confidence for nearly 10 years and I think something needs to be done...”
This was supported by evidence from Beat - an eating disorders charity - which said that 61 per cent of young people feel inadequate. These feelings of inadequacy were not confined to girls, Jo Swinson argued; a recent YMCA survey had found that half of the boys questioned felt unhappy with their bodies. Increasingly, according to research by Girlguiding UK, young girls associated thinness with success.

The pressure that idealised images exert, especially on children was great; Jo Swinson cited a survey which found that 88 per cent of those asked believed that children were put under most pressure by advertising and media images. Even the thinness of Barbie dolls had an effect - as did the unrealistic physiques portrayed in comic books and by G.I. Joe figures, whose shape has changed over the decades.  If these figures were scaled up to human size, it would demonstrate that G.I. Joe’s chest and biceps have got bigger, while his waist has shrunk. Quoting journalist Laurie Penny, Jo Swinson said:

“What anorexia often appears to offer is salvation from desire. My generation has grown up schooled like no other in the fine art of dissatisfaction - with our lives, our possessions and our bodies. For modern teenage girls the encouragement to do better, look better and have more can become almost unbearable.”

She then referred to the model Filippa Hamilton, who had appeared in an advertising campaign with her waist retouched to be thinner than her head. Jo Swinson attacked the irresponsibility of these techniques and drew attention to media reports that Miss Hamilton had subsequently been fired by her fashion-house employer for being too fat. Cases like these underlined the negative and unrealistic aspirations that the advertising and fashion industries can provoke in young people. Why was it necessary to ‘photoshop’ normal women who are happy with their bodies, Miss Swinson asked. 

Turning to retail, Jo Swinson said that when she was younger the smallest size in Topshop used to be a size 8, but that in recent years the retailer had started stocking clothes in a size 6 and even a size 4 - the equivalent of a US ‘size zero’.

Advertising was not solely to blame for these problems, Jo Swinson added, but its impact on society and cultural norms must be considered. Children were feeling particularly pressurised and with eating disorders on the rise advertising which portrays unhealthy and unobtainable body images was irresponsible. Media Smart’s initiatives were to be applauded, but industry must take the problem seriously.

Concluding her speech, Jo Swinson quoted a letter from “Sam” a supporter of the Campaign for Body Confidence:

“I am a 37 year old single mum who has suffered with anorexia. My lowest weight was 4st 11lbs, but thankfully losing my hair because of my low weight saved my life. There is so much pressure on young children and also women to look and be a certain shape, and aspire to looking like the celebs in the magazines.”

Jo Swinson finished by saying that the advertising industry must accept its responsibility in adding to the pressure to be too thin and begin to act differently.

Advertising not to blame

Opposing the motion, Director of Strategy for DLKW Lowe, Charlie Snow, opened his speech by highlighting the importance of the debates around advertising and body image.

He admitted to being a bit nervous as the only ‘representative from the evil empire’ (and only man) on the panel, adding that whilst he did not think advertising made people too fat or too thin, there was a possibility it made people ‘lose their hair’.

As a spokesperson for his fellow ‘Mad Men and women’ he said that he was more used to trying to convince audiences of the effectiveness and power of advertising, and it was unusual to be suggesting the opposite. In rejecting the premise of the motion he said that the realities of the debate around obesity and anorexia were complex – and that anyone supporting the motion did not truly understand advertising’s role.

Speaking as an ad-man with 20 years’ ‘on the ground’ he said his experience equipped him to talk to and understand a wide variety of different audiences, including many from less well-off families. During this time, he had noticed a sea-change in how people respond to advertising, citing an increased knowledge of its agenda among consumers.  Using the ‘Mr Kipling’ campaigns as an example, he asked the audience if any of them believed that it was really Mr Kipling who baked the cakes they eat?  While advertising may often be funny, entertaining, informative or annoying, Charlie Snow asserted that it didn’t make people do things they otherwise wouldn’t have done.

Expanding on that theme, Mr Snow said his daughter was embarrassed that her father works in advertising – not because she views it as evil or manipulative, but as rather ‘pointless’. For her and her friends, the agenda of advertising was so obvious that its power was limited. The online world has meant that ads are regularly satirised, and that any ad campaign that oversteps the mark can damage the brand it is trying to promote. 

Turning to the concept of ‘Brand Partnership’ Mr Snow said that brands had stepped away from trying to tell people how to act and now wanted to work with their consumers – and the brands which were doing this most successfully were winning. ‘Pepsi Refresh’ in the States was a good example of this and in the UK T-Mobile, Cadbury’s Wispa and the Walker’s ‘Do us a Flavour’ have all given consumers a chance to help shape what the brands do.

Understanding the broader issues behind weight issues was central to the debate; the wide variety of social, cultural and environmental factors driving eating behaviour mean that blaming advertising for poor health was far too simplistic. Mr Snow highlighted calorie intake and expenditure in the 1970s and now, asserting that although average calorie intake had fallen in recent decades, people were now expending less energy, resulting in a fatter population.  This ‘small imbalance’ was an important but overlooked part of why obesity rates had increased.

The issue of thinness and eating disorders was a complex and nuanced one, which would not be solved by demonising advertising. Mr Snow said we ‘live in an airbrushed world’ pointing to the large painting adorning the back wall of Committee Room 10 as an example of the idealised imagery that has been prevalent in art and culture for many hundreds of years. It was human nature to be attracted to beautiful people, and therefore hardly surprising that they were prevalent in advertising. However, this ideal was also reflected in the worlds of film, music and television which were far less strictly regulated and far more influential. Responding to the example of the airbrushed image of Filippa Hamilton, cited by Jo Swinson, Mr Snow asserted that the image had not been used widely in an advertising campaign, but had in fact appeared in one shop in Japan, before being spread online by angry campaigners, before being withdrawn by Ralph Lauren. The care taken by brands to protect their image was another incentive for companies not to cross the line between acceptable and unacceptable advertising.

Concluding with a call for the audience to vote against the motion, Mr Snow said that an understanding of how advertising works was vital to the debate. Voting against the motion would demonstrate an understanding that you don’t want to sweep the issue under advertising’s doorstep and ignore the far more challenging reasons for people being too fat and too thin.

Advertising ‘hope’

Jackie Schneider, teacher and food campaigner for Sustain, opened her support of the motion by admitting that although it sounded contradictory, advertising could make people too fat and too thin because it ‘messed with their relationship with food.’

Apologising for nerves, she said that as a teacher the biggest audiences she usually addressed were in assembly. Because of her nerves and in preparation for the debate this evening, she had reached for her makeup and some Revlon lipstick to make her feel better. Charles Revlon once said that he sold lipsticks, but he advertised ‘hope’; a good example of how advertising uses an emotional pull to sell more products.

Brandishing a Kit-Kat, she explained that advertising used similar techniques to help sell food. Advertising campaigns attempted to build specific emotional responses to different products. Whilst it may just look like a Kit-Kat Jackie Schneider asserted, it was actually selling ‘love’ by saying “put some love in the lunchbox". 

The ad played on mothers who may be anxious about their children going to school for the first time and suggested that buying this snack was a sign of love. Jackie Schneider suggested that the message communicated to consumers is that of you are in need of love, bored or anxious then you should eat chocolate. “Give your child a Kit-Kat” she said. Give them “a cheese to play with!” These commercial messages meant that instead of listening to our bodies we have been manipulated into associating foodstuffs with emotions, which was ‘dangerous’. The sophisticated marketing techniques meant people had learnt to override their body’s signals, no longer seeing food as fuel. 

Addressing the rise in obesity in the UK over the last few decades, Jackie Schneider said that for thousands of years people had managed to listen to their bodies – and average weights had been pretty stable, yet it had been in the last 20 to 30 years that there has been a dramatic increase in obesity levels.

She claimed that one reason for overeating is that TV ads prime people to overeat. Citing Kelly Brownwell’s work at the Rudd Institute, she said that studies had found TV viewing encourages children to eat more. In an experiment to determine the effect of food advertising on children, researchers had shown two groups of children cartoons. One group were shown commercials between the programmes, while the other group were not. Both groups were taken to a table laden with food and asked to help themselves to as much as they wanted. She claimed that the group who had watched cartoons ate up to 45% more than the other group and that these results had been borne out in similar surveys. Additionally, the fact that some people were overweight, but were bombarded by airbrushed images of thin people caused them to reach for the comfort of ‘fast’ food to make themselves feel better, thus exacerbating the problem. 

Turning to the content of the ‘advertised diet’ she said the food products promoted in the media did not add up to a balanced diet. However, the volume of advertising was in danger of making children think that the sweet cereals, chocolates, crisps, sweets and fast-food that made up the bulk of advertised foods were representative of a healthy diet. She suggested that if children were already eating a balanced diet then the occasional advertisement for a less healthy food would not be a particularly harmful thing. However, the vast amount of children were not eating a balanced diet; according to the National Nutrition Survey 92% eat more saturated fat than recommended, 86% eat too much sugar, 72% too much salt and 96 % do not consume 5 portions of fruit and vegetables a day. Even if the only food advertised was carrots, this would not balance out children’s poor diets.

Although advertising was partly at fault for the rise in obesity, it did not shoulder this blame alone. Bigger portions, unhealthy products and a sedentary lifestyle were also contributory factors, and the government’s decision to scrap School Sport Partnerships should also be questioned. Jackie Schneider finished her proposal of the motion by supporting the British Medical Association’s call to ban ‘junk food’ advertising before 9pm.

Legal, Decent, Honest, Truthful

Fru Hazlitt, Managing Director of Commercial and Online for ITV, began her opposition to the motion by telling the audience that she had always worked for businesses sustained by advertising and that she did not believe that it made people too fat and too thin.

Some people may be influenced to lose too much weight by recurrent images from the worlds of TV, cinema, fashion and celebrity. On the other side of the argument, the availability of cheap convenience food and a host of other factors could lead to unhealthy diets – but this was not to do with advertising.

So why, asked Fru Hazlitt, was advertising blamed?

Advertising was a tempting target for pressure groups with budgets to spend on campaigning because it is a very public media that can provide a ‘quick win’. It allowed policymakers to feel that they were doing something to tackle serious issues such as obesity and alcohol abuse.

And who can blame them? Obesity was a problem and the associated health complications are a huge drain on the public purse. Regulating advertising was an easy, visible lever for regulators. But Fru Hazlitt suggested that we had to address from work life balance and cooking skills, to labelling and portion sizes to have a real impact of obesity levels.

In addition to this, encouraging people to be fit and active was critical to reducing obesity.

The UK already had one of the toughest regulatory regimes in Europe for advertising, she argued. It was strict, independently administered and funded entirely by industry. Where ads mislead, there were penalties. Out of 26,000 complaints to the ASA in 2008, 8 were about body image. This rose to 10 in 2009.

However, extra protection for children was entirely appropriate – the advertising regulatory system understands that children are not the same as adults and does not allow high fat, salt or sugar foods to be advertised in children’s programmes or where a high proportion of the audience are children. These regulations apply 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

The growing consensus around changing behaviour in a positive way is important; ITV ran The Feelgood Factor to encourage people to live healthier lifestyles and raise money for charity. 

But demonising advertising is also the wrong approach because it is an important creative industry. Creative industries account for 5.8 per cent of GFP and were highlighted in both the Conservative and Lib Dem manifestos. The advertising industry is at the heart of creative Britain; it directly employs 250,000 people and funds a large proportion of the UK’s media. X Factor and Downton Abbey have one thing in common (apart from being this Autumn’s most popular TV programmes of course) they’re funded through advertising revenue. 

Fru Hazlitt concluded by opposing the motion because attacking advertising risks ignoring the bigger issues, curtailing the creative industries, consumer choice and economic growth. She said the industry has safeguards built in; an independent regulator and we are always accountable to our consumers. 

Instead of attacking advertising, we should be proud of an industry in which Britain is a European and world leader.

Discussion from the floor

Against the motion:

· Hannah from BEAT said that the wording of the motion was ridiculous, but spoke movingly about the effect that an eating disorder had on her life, and urged advertising agencies to act responsibly. People were not stupid, Hannah asserted, but advertising was very clever.

· Councillor Jonathan Bullock said that Jo Swinson, as a BIS PPS should be mindful of advertising’s economic contribution, and suggested that many people who attack advertising actually want to ban the product it’s promoting.

· Hamish Pringle from the Institute of Practitioners in Advertising said he opposed the motion, but underlined that it was very important for the industry to take this issue seriously. He said that according to Touchpoint data, UK citizens were generally happy but it was important to understand how advertising interacted with those who weren’t.

· Harriet, a student, said personal responsibility and education were often forgotten in debates like these.

· Ian Barber from the Advertising Association said that the response was disproportionate in comparison with advertising’s actual impact.

· Karen Fraser, Director of advertising think-tank Credos, said that the evidence base was not strong enough to support the motion.


For the motion:

· A representative from Girlguiding UK supported the motion, pointing to their recent survey which highlighted airbrushing as a big issue.

· The motion was supported by someone from the floor who suggested that advertising is a powerful tool, with the ability to make people change how they relate to food.

· Susie from Unilever supported the motion, having worked on the Dove ‘Real Women’ campaign. Brands must be responsible, she argued.

Summing Up

Summing up against the motion, Charlie Snow said that the debate dealt with important issues and that the contributions from the floor had brought them home vividly. People in advertising felt under attack, but the issues were important, and education was the key.

Evidence was also important – Ofcom had ruled out the pre-9pm watershed because the evidence didn’t support it. Obesity would be tackled when the balance between consumption and expenditure of calories was reached. He said that brands and companies understood this, and that he had recently worked on a Morrison’s campaign for sprouts – this demonstrated food advertising going in a healthier direction.

The thinness issue was more complicated – the relatively few ASA complaints did not mean that it was not a serious matter. He explained the codes on misleading or irresponsible advertising and said that it was right that any brand that overstepped the mark was pilloried. Peer groups, friends and education were probably far more influential on self-esteem than advertising, which reflected the natural ‘bias for beauty’ in a responsible way.

With Jo Swinson called away to vote, Jackie Schneider began the process of summing up by saying that she didn’t think that Kit-Kats were the enemy – but they were not a symbol of her love. Advertising had a special responsibility to make sure food was portrayed as fuel, not as a cure for boredom. More regulation was required to make sure children were protected from food advertising – as the National Heart Forum and British Heart Foundation had called for. She said that advertising undermined parents trying to persuade children to make healthy choices but that if advertisers played their part in a responsible way they could help change minds.

Returning from her vote, Jo Swinson said that if advertising wasn’t powerful, why did people pay £14bn for it? She said that when Charlie and Fru were pitching for business they would be making the opposite arguments to the ones aired tonight.

Praising the contribution of Hannah from BEAT, she said that she agreed with the assertion that people were not stupid, but advertising was very clever. She also praised Dove for their campaign containing real women.

Turning to the regulatory system, Jo Swinson said that the ASA didn’t proactively regulate advertising, and only investigated ads that were subject to a complaint. Advertising was powerful enough to do real good (as it did on the drink driving campaign) and bad (with tobacco) and that media literacy was an important counterbalance

The result

The motion was defeated.

Next debate

The next debate will take place on Monday 24th January 2011 sponsored by the Chartered Institute of Marketing. For more details contact Doreen Blythe, Debating Group Secretary, on 020 8202 5854, e-mail: doreen.blythe22@btinternet.com.
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