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innovation partner working with frontline 
organisations to design and test new 
solutions, as a venture builder supporting 
new and early stage businesses, and as a 
system shaper creating the conditions for 
innovation. 
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creativity of design, we work relentlessly 
to change millions of lives for the better.
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We are Nesta, the UK’s innovation 
agency for social good. We design, test 
and scale solutions to society’s biggest 
problems. Our three missions are to give 
every child a fair start, help people live 
healthy lives, and create a sustainable 
future where the economy works for both 
people and the planet. 
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Young people are exposed to a range of marketing for 
unhealthy food and drink online, from adverts for fast 
food on social media to price offers and limited edition 
deals encouraging them to buy food via email and apps. 

Executive summary 

In November and December 2021, Nesta ran a 
project with 284 young people in the UK aged 
13–16 to crowdsource data about the food and 
drink marketing they saw online. Young people 
were given information about the food and 
drink marketing to look out for online as part 
of the project and were able to talk to other 

participants about capturing and sharing 
examples of online marketing. Participants 
also completed before and after surveys to 
share their views about the marketing that 
they see and its influence on food and drink 
consumption. 

 > The majority of food and drink marketing 
reported by the young people in the project 
was for unhealthy products. Of the 4,879 
food and drink adverts collected, over 70 
per cent were deemed unhealthy.

 > Some groups of young people reported 
seeing more unhealthy food and drink 
marketing than others. In our project, 
young people in lower income groups 
reported about 50 per cent more 
examples of unhealthy food and drink 
marketing than the young people in 
higher income groups.

The government should not delay 
implementing a ban on paid-for advertising 
of unhealthy food and drink products online. 
More than 60 per cent of the unhealthy 
marketing collected in the project was paid-
for product advertising. 

 > Participants in the project agreed that they 
wanted the government to take action and 
regulate the marketing they see online. 
After taking part in the project, over 65 
per cent of teenagers agreed that the 
government should take action to ban 
online marketing.1a

 > Participants agreed that marketing 
influences their food and drink choices. 
When asked in the project, over  
80 per cent of participants agreed that 
food and drink marketing has a great 
influence on eating and drinking habits.1b 

Young people need further protection from the 
unhealthy marketing that they are exposed to 
on social media, when playing online games, 
watching videos and browsing websites. 
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Food and drink companies are flooding young people’s 
social media feeds, appearing in online games and 
filling their screens when they spend time online. Being 
exposed to these sorts of unhealthy food adverts leads 
young people to eat more calories, and has a greater 
impact on children and young people living with 
overweight and obesity.2 

Introduction 

Research from an Obesity Policy Research 
Unit meta-analysis indicates that children who 
were exposed to food screen adverts on TV 
consumed more calories. This difference was 
greater for children living with overweight or 
obesity, as they consumed an average of 125 
kcal more compared to children categorised 
as having a healthy weight who consumed an 
additional 80 kcal.3

All young people deserve to experience 
environments that support healthy choices 
and well- balanced diets. By the age of 11, 
more than a third of children in the UK are 
overweight or obese, and by the time they 
reach adolescence 25 per cent boys and 
19 per cent of girls are obese.4 This trend 
continues into adulthood, with obese children 
more likely to become obese adults, with an 
increased risk of developing diseases such 
as type two diabetes, heart disease and 
cancer.5 Obesity is a complex issue, with 
many past efforts putting too much burden 
on individuals, without fully recognising the 
influence of our environments. 

The UK government is taking steps to address 
this issue and reduce the amount of unhealthy 
food and drink marketing young people see. 
Unhealthy adverts are to be banned from 
TV before 9pm and brands will be prevented 
from paying to advertise unhealthy food and 
drink products online from January 2023.6 
It is a positive first step towards improving 
some of the factors contributing to rising 
obesity levels in young people, but does it 
go far enough? A 2021 Ofcom report shared 
that teenagers spend on average almost four 
hours a day online.7 This amount increased 
as teenagers got older, with some 15–16 year 
old boys reporting spending more than six 
hours a day online. A ban on broadcast media 
alone will not protect young people from a 
large proportion of the adverts that they are 
exposed to.
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Key insights 

 > Not all young people 
experience unhealthy 
marketing equally. Our data 
indicates that online food and 
drink marketing could exacerbate 
inequalities. In our project, young 
people in households with an 
annual income of less than 
£29,999 reported on average 16.5 
examples of unhealthy food and 
drink marketing. Young people 
in households with an income 
of £29,999 or more reported on 
average 11 examples of unhealthy 
marketing, a difference of around 
50 per cent. 

Whilst more robust data is 
needed, this is an area of concern 
given that obesity prevalence 
is highest among the lowest 
income groups in society.9 
Analysis from Cancer Research 
UK, which looked at a survey of 
young people and the unhealthy 
food and drink adverts they 
recalled seeing, reported that 
young people from the most 
deprived areas were 40 per cent 
more likely to report that they 
remembered seeing unhealthy 
food adverts everyday than more 
affluent teenagers.10

Brands target young people online 
in a variety of ways, from tailoring 
adverts to young people's interests, 
offering them limited edition offers 
and engaging them in challenges to 
get them to share their content. 

 > The majority of food and 
drink marketing reported 
by the young people in the 
project was for unhealthy 
products. Of the 4,879 
marketing examples that we 
collected, over 70 per cent were 
deemed unhealthy, according to 
guidance from the government.8 
This suggests that a ban on ‘less 
healthy’ food and drink adverts 
is critical to reducing teenagers' 
exposure to such adverts.

In addition to unhealthy food and 
sugary drinks, young people aged 
under 18 reported seeing adverts 
for alcohol online. More than 
7 per cent of our participants 
reported being exposed to 
alcohol marketing.

 > Government action would 
be an effective way to 
protect young people. The 
proposed ban on paid-for adverts 
for unhealthy food and drink 
products would be a positive step 
towards reducing the amount of 
marketing that young people see. 
More than 60 per cent of the 
unhealthy marketing that young 
people reported seeing was 
paid-for product advertising.

Example of the marketing seen by teens

Young people’s exposure to unhealthy marketing 
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Young people are an attractive 
audience for brands promoting 
their products. Young people 
spend increasing amounts of 
time online and often have some 
purchasing power – but lack the 
cognitive development to identify 
and resist marketing tactics.11 
Brands target and influence young 
people by tapping into their social-
developmental needs for connection 
with peers and work to build long-
lasting relationships with young 
people.12

 > Our data revealed that nearly 
a quarter of the marketing 
young people reported came 
from ten big food and drink 
brands, including two food 
delivery companies. 

 > Social media websites are 
a key source of marketing. 
Online platforms should take 
greater care to ensure that they 
provide a safe and healthy space 
for young people to spend time 
online, away from the tactics of 
brands that seek to bombard 
them with marketing. More than 
70 per cent of the marketing we 
collected came from just four 
social media platforms. 

 > Food and drinks brands use 
a range of tactics to capture 
young people’s attention and 
mimic their online behaviour. 
Government estimates suggest 
that young people are exposed to 
15 billion unhealthy adverts each 
year.13 The examples we collected 
showed brands using attractive 
colours, personalised content 
and influencers and celebrities to 
promote their products. In 2020, 
it’s estimated that there were 6.12 
billion brand sponsored influencer 
posts globally, with food being 
the second most active area 
promoted by influencers.14

Types of marketing young people see 

Young people in our project 
talked about how challenging it 
can be to identify when content is 
marketing and the tactics used to 
engage them and their peers. 

“Some of the 

marketing is dead 

obvious but some is 

sneaky. When it's not 

the brand itself, but 

an ambassador for 

a brand that can be 

difficult to spot.”

“It is unavoidable, 

as it pops up as you 

open the app. It’s also 

a dance challenge to 

try to get more teens 

involved and therefore 

eating the unhealthy 

fast food.”

 > Discounts and offers are a 
common way to target young 
people online. Participants 
reported being exposed to a 
range of types of products, from 
sugary drinks and chocolate to 
fast food and takeaways, which 
are often promoted alongside 
limited edition and savings 
offers to entice young people to 
purchase food at a discounted 
price.

“The lot of food/drink 

marketing ads which 

I found today had a 

visit option - when I 

clicked on it it came 

up with lots of 'offers 

and discounts' etc.”

“Promotes the ice 

cream by having 

a limited edition 

Christmas version of 

one of them, saying 

‘Get it while you can’ 

gives the public a 

sense of urgency.”

Example of the marketing seen by teens
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 > Food and drink brands 
should take on a greater 
responsibility to support 
young people to make 
healthier choices, a 
sentiment supported by our 
participants. After participating 
in Nesta’s project, more than 
60 per cent of the young 
people agreed that food and 
drinks companies should avoid 
targeting young people online.15b 

 > Young people may find 
it challenging to identify 
marketing when they see it 
online. The young people in our 
project took part in a before and 
after quiz to identify different 
types of online marketing. The 
average score for the quiz after 
completing the project was 
about 3.6 points lower than the 
score for the first quiz. As the 
level of difficulty between pre 
and post quiz was comparable, 
it is difficult to know what led 
to the fall in performance in the 
post project quiz.

What do young people think about unhealthy food 
marketing? 

“I think marketing 

and advertising 

is manipulating 

teenagers into 

deals and unhealthy 

produce, as here 

with alcohol and fast 

food, we should be 

advertising eating 

healthy in a more 

appealing way.”

 > Participants said they want 
the government to take 
action and regulate the 
marketing they see online. 
Public opinion is critically 
important to the government and 
the food industry, and so public 
acceptability is likely to affect the 
delivery and uptake of potential 
interventions.

 > We asked the participating 
teenagers if they support the 
government’s efforts to regulate 
more tightly the unhealthy 
marketing that they see online. 
After taking part in the project, 
over 65 per cent of teenagers 
agreed that the government 
should take action to ban 
online marketing.15a This was a 
10 per cent increase from before 
the project and could suggest 
that when teenagers take time 
to engage with the issue, their 
support for government action 
increases.

We asked the young people in our 
project what they think about how 
online food and drink marketing 
influences eating habits, and 
whether the government and 
industry should act to reduce the 
amount of marketing that they 
see. These results may have been 
influenced by the information young 
people were given about what sort 
of marketing to capture online.

 > Our participants agreed 
that marketing influences 
their food and drink choices. 
When asked, more than 80 per 
cent of participants agreed 
that food and drink marketing 
has a great influence on eating 
and drinking habits. With the 
majority of marketing promoting 
unhealthy products, this is likely 
to have a negative impact on 
young people’s health. Young 
people in the project talked about 
the volume of food and drink 
marketing they see online, and 
how it’s designed to encourage 
them to eat unhealthy products. 

“It’s surprising how 

many adverts pop up 

and actually make 

you think about going 

to buy that particular 

food – it’s quite scary 

how it influences  

you!”

Example of the marketing seen by teens
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Recommendations 

Methodology 

All young people deserve to have food 
environments that make it easy, appealing 
and convenient to choose healthy food and 
drink. To help protect young people from 
influential food and drink marketing, the 
government should not delay bringing in a 
ban on paid for unhealthy online food and 
drink marketing, as this would be an important 
first step in reducing the amount of marketing 
young people see. 

To better understand the marketing that 
young people are exposed to online, and what 
they think about it, we worked with the youth-
led organisation BiteBack 2030 to design 
a citizen science project to engage young 
people across the country.

In November 2021, we developed the 
Marketing Detective platform and engaged 
284 young people aged 13–16 from across the 
UK to crowdsource examples of the food and 
drink marketing that they saw online over a 
seven-day period. As well as collecting 4,879 

This project got teenagers engaged and 
gave us an insight into the unhealthy 
advertising to which they're exposed. It 
cannot tell us whether or not the change in 
teenagers' attitudes was a result of taking 

Nesta wants to work with the government, 
industry, researchers, charities and young 
people to find new and innovative solutions 
to tackle this issue, as we work to halve the 
prevalence of obesity by 2030. This would 
increase healthy life expectancy by an 
average of nearly two years for around 10 
million people in the UK, while narrowing 
health inequalities between the richest and 
poorest in society. 

We know we can't achieve this alone, it must 
be a collective effort and we invite anyone 
who shares our vision to reach out.

Please email the team at: 
healthylife-team@nesta.org.uk

examples of adverts, we also asked the young 
people to tell us more about what they think 
about this marketing and the influence it has 
on what they choose to eat and drink. 

The young people were recruited through 
the recruitment agency Roots Research and 
were compensated for their involvement. The 
adverts were coded by the data labelling 
platform 1715 Labs. You can read more about 
the methodology and full results on OSF 
https://osf.io/x3zkq

part in the crowdsourcing activity but it does 
show us that teenagers who took part think 
the government should act to regulate the 
unhealthy food and drink marketing they see 
online. 

https://biteback2030.com/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/healthy-life/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/healthy-life/
mailto:healthylife-team%40nesta.org.uk?subject=
https://rootsresearch.co.uk/
https://www.1715labs.com/
https://osf.io/x3zkq
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Examples of the marketing seen by teens
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