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Abstract
Background  Food advertising shapes children’s preferences for unhealthy foods, contributing to poor diets and 
increased risk of obesity and non communicable diseases. This study explored children’s perceptions of child and non-
child-targeted food advertising.

Methods  Open-ended online interviews with 17 participants, recruited through convenience sampling, were 
conducted where children were prompted with four advertisements (ads): a child-targeted and non-child-targeted ad 
for both healthy (plain milk) and unhealthy (chocolate) foods. A thematic analysis was conducted.

Results  Most children expressed positive perceptions of the ads, and the reasons children described liking the ads 
included: (i) people in the ad eating the product, (ii) positive emotional appeal, (iii) pre-existing affinity with the 
product, and (iv) visibility of the product. However, most children expressed “negative purchase intent” to all ads due 
to a pre-existing aversion to the product. Many children who expressed pre-existing affinity with the product still 
expressed negative purchase intent because they preferred other brands or flavours of the product. Most children 
considered the type of product over the marketing techniques when asked about perceived targeted audience. The 
main themes found were: (i) product for everyone, and (ii) product for people that like the product.

Conclusions  Children’s perceptions, purchase intent and perceived targeted audience did not change between 
child-targeted and non-child-targeted ads. This study underscores the critical role of the product itself in influencing 
children’s responses to ads. It highlights the need for public policies and advertising regulations to focus on restricting 
promotions of unhealthy products rather than solely addressing marketing techniques or target audiences.
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Background
The World Health Organization (WHO) reported that, 
in 2022, approximately 20% of children and adolescents 
aged 5 to 19 years old had overweight, and 8% were living 
with obesity [1]. Recent trends indicate a global increase 
in childhood obesity. The average prevalence of obesity 
among children and adolescents rose from 7.0% during 
the first decade of the 2000 s (2000–2011) to 11.3% in the 
second decade (2012–2023) [2]. Childhood obesity rates 
in Canada have reached concerning levels, with approxi-
mately 30% of Canadian children aged 5 to 17 have over-
weight or obesity [3]. Studies indicate that the diets of 
Canadian children, like those in many other developed 
countries, are predominantly composed of ultra-pro-
cessed foods (UPFs), with severe implications for chil-
dren’s health and development [4, 5]. UPFs account for 
49.1% of the total caloric intake among Canadian chil-
dren aged 2–5 years old and 54.2% among Canadian chil-
dren aged 6–12 years old [6, 7]. UPF products are often 
high in added sugars, unhealthy fats, and sodium, while 
being low in essential nutrients, such as fiber, vitamins, 
and minerals. High consumption of UPFs among chil-
dren is associated with increased rates of childhood obe-
sity, cardiovascular disease, and dental cavities [8].

Food advertising has played a significant role in driv-
ing this dietary shift and maintaining poor dietary intake 
among children [9, 10]. In Canada, children (2–11 years 
old) are exposed to almost 2,000 advertisements (ads) 
for unhealthy foods annually on television [11] and more 
than 4,000 on digital platforms [12]. These figures reflect 
the volume of marketing children encounter across 
media platforms. Extensive research has demonstrated 
that the majority of food and beverage ads in various 
media (e.g. television, digital, etc.) are for unhealthy foods 
[12–15]. This is worrisome as food advertising influences 
children through a hierarchy of effects that progresses 
from brand awareness and attitude formation to pur-
chase intent, actual consumption, and post-consumption 
health impacts, including obesity [9, 16]. In fact, multiple 
reviews of the literature have shown that children (under 
the age of 18 years old) exposed to such ads are more 
likely to choose unhealthy food products over healthier 
options [9, 10, 14, 17, 18].

Food advertising directed at children employs a diverse 
range of marketing techniques designed to attract their 
attention and shape their preferences, consumption 
behaviors, and brand loyalty [19–21]. Literature has 
shown that common marketing techniques that appeal to 
children are the use of characters, including brand mas-
cots, licensed or animated figures, celebrities, influenc-
ers appealing to children, and child actors, all of which 
enhance product appeal [22–24]. Furthermore, research 
has outlined that marketing campaigns frequently lever-
age emotional appeals, portraying food products as 

sources of fun, excitement, or social benefits, such as 
increased popularity or happiness [25]. Another key ele-
ment that could appeal to children involves the integra-
tion of audiovisual elements, including music, animation, 
and child-oriented visual designs, to enhance engage-
ment and influence food preferences [26]. The strategic 
use of lively music and dynamic animations fosters an 
entertaining and immersive experience, akin to emo-
tional appeals, that captures children’s attention and rein-
forces the memorability and desirability of the advertised 
products [19, 25, 27]. However, research is still limited 
in determining the factors that shape child appeal, espe-
cially from the children’s perspective. A study looking to 
determine these factors on digital food marketing found 
low agreement (based on Fleiss’ Kappa and S scores 
reported in the study) among children, which suggests 
that the extent to which different marketing strategies 
appeal to children varies and is not well known yet [28].

The WHO recommends stronger policies to protect 
children from the harmful impact of food marketing 
including the enforcement of measures that restrict the 
promotion of foods high in saturated fat, trans fat, added 
sugars, or salt to children [29, 30]. These policies, accord-
ing to the WHO, should be mandatory, apply to children 
aged 18 and under, and rely on a government-led nutri-
ent profile model to classify foods [29]. Additionally, the 
policies should be broad enough to prevent marketing 
from shifting to different platforms or environments and 
should reduce the persuasive impact of food advertising 
on children [29]. Numerous countries have implemented 
policies to limit food and beverage advertising during 
children’s programming. Many countries have focused on 
restricting unhealthy food advertising that are directed 
at children. This is the case in Sweden [31], Norway [32] 
and Chile [33]. The alternative approach is the one taken 
by the United Kingdom (UK) where, as of January 2026, 
the government will be implementing regulations ban-
ning junk food ads on television before 9 pm and restrict-
ing online ads for products high in fat, salt, and sugar 
regardless of who is targeted in the ad [34].

In Canada, food marketing is primarily self-regulated 
by the food industry; however, in the province of Quebec, 
the Consumer Protection Act (CPA) prohibits all com-
mercial advertising targeting children under the age of 13 
in all media forms with few exceptions (ads are permitted 
when the medium or format used is capable of reaching a 
general audience beyond children, and the content is not 
specifically crafted to attract children’s attention; or if the 
product or service is intended for teenagers and adults, 
and does not possess features that appeal to children, the 
advertisement may be allowed, provided the messaging 
is not designed to engage children’s interest) [35]. At the 
federal level, in 2016, Health Canada announced plans 
to regulate ads for unhealthy food products targeting 
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children under 13 years [36]. The proposed policy aims 
to reduce children’s exposure to child-appealing food ads 
with products high in sodium, free sugars, or added fats 
that exceed established nutrient thresholds on television 
and digital media, however, these regulations have yet to 
be adopted [36].

Current self-regulatory approaches, proposed Health 
Canada regulations on food advertising directed at chil-
dren and the CPA in Quebec primarily address the intent 
of the advertising (i.e. the child appeal or targeting), the 
marketing techniques employed, and the time and media 
through which ads are delivered. However, there are 
important research gaps regarding what elements make 
an advertisement appealing to a child from their point of 
view; and what drives a child’s desire to purchase a pro-
moted product. Although a small number of qualitative 
studies have examined young people’s perceptions and 
attitudes toward food marketing, these have primar-
ily focused on digital platforms, such as social media 
[37–39]. While these studies offer valuable insights, they 
differ in scope from the present research, which focuses 
specifically on television food and beverage advertising. 
Moreover, existing qualitative studies tend to focus on 
older children [39] or adolescents [37, 38], whereas the 
current study addresses an important gap by examining 
the perceptions, attitudes, and preferences of children 
aged 6 to 12 years. This age group is particularly relevant 
given their developmental stage and susceptibility to 
marketing influences in traditional media formats [40].

A comprehensive narrative review of studies published 
between 2009 and 2013, examined the influence of food 
advertising on children. The authors proposed a hierar-
chy of effects model that outlines a sequential pathway 
beginning with exposure to advertising and progressing 
through multiple stages—namely, awareness, attitudes 
and preferences, purchase intention, actual purchase, 
and post-consumption effects [16]. The model illus-
trates how food marketing not only shapes children’s 
immediate preferences but can also contribute to long-
term health outcomes [16]. This theoretical framework 
informed the present study by providing a structured lens 
through which to explore children’s own perspectives 
on food advertising, thereby addressing an important 
gap in the literature concerning how children interpret 
and are affected by various stages of marketing influ-
ence. Understanding how children are influenced by food 
advertising is primordial for developing regulations that 
protect them from unhealthy food advertising exposure 
and the resulting health impacts including unhealthy eat-
ing habits. Therefore, this study sought to understand 
children’s perceptions of child and non-child-targeted 
food advertising, and, most importantly, the features of 
ads that elicit positive attitudes and various behavioural 
outcomes.

Methods
Study design
This study employed a qualitative methodology, focus-
ing on individual open-ended interviews to explore how 
food advertising may affect children and how they per-
ceive various ads. Interviews were chosen for their abil-
ity to capture children’s perspectives in detail, adapt to 
their communication styles, and interpret non-verbal 
cues (such as children nodding or shaking their heads to 
indicate agreement or disagreement when responding 
to questions), fostering trust and honest responses [41]. 
Online interviews (using Zoom) were selected as the 
primary data collection method because the study com-
menced during the concluding phase of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Although in-person activities had resumed 
by the time the study begun, restrictions on conducting 
in-person research with children remained in place. A 
notable advantage of online interviews was the ability to 
include participants from provinces beyond the research-
er’s location, thereby enhancing the geographical diver-
sity of the participants.

Recruitment and Sampling
A convenience sampling method was utilized, with invi-
tations to participate posted on social media platforms. 
The inclusion criteria required participants to be English-
speakers, between the ages of 6 and 12 years, in good 
health (no food allergies, or food related health condi-
tions, such as diabetes and celiac disease), and with nor-
mal or corrected-to-normal vision, ensuring they could 
engage with the study materials and interviews. Chil-
dren aged 6 to 12 years were selected as the target pop-
ulation for this study for both practical and theoretical 
reasons. This age group comprises school-aged children 
who generally possess the cognitive and linguistic abili-
ties necessary to attend to interview questions, engage in 
discussion, and articulate their thoughts in a meaningful 
way [42, 43]. Their developmental stage allows for a suf-
ficient level of comprehension and reflection on media 
content, including food advertising, while still being 
within a critical period of vulnerability to marketing 
influence [43]. Moreover, this age range aligns with policy 
and regulatory frameworks, as many food and beverage 
marketing restrictions—both in Canada and internation-
ally—specifically define children as individuals under the 
age of 13 [33–35]. Thus, focusing on children aged 6–12 
enables the study to generate insights that are directly 
relevant to current and proposed public health policies 
aimed at protecting children from the harmful effects of 
unhealthy food marketing.

Data saturation was assessed iteratively throughout the 
data collection and analysis process. Saturation was con-
sidered achieved when no new themes, perspectives, or 
relevant information emerged from additional interviews. 
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In the final interviews, responses began to repeat prior 
insights, indicating that the data collected was sufficiently 
rich to address the research questions. This determina-
tion aligns with guidance from a systematic review, which 
found that in qualitative health research, thematic satura-
tion is often reached within a range of 9 to 17 interviews 
when using empirical data [44]. Based on the literature, 
the study aimed to include 17 children, which falls within 
this range and was deemed adequate for capturing the 
diversity of perceptions and attitudes relevant to this 
study. The interviews lasted between 20 and 50 min, with 
an average duration of approximately 35  min, allowing 
for in-depth exploration of participants’ perceptions and 
experiences. Children unable to maintain attention for 
this duration were excluded (for example, one participant 
disengaged midway through the interview and expressed 
unwillingness to continue responding to questions). Par-
ticipants received a C$10 gift card for participation. This 
study was approved by the University of Ottawa’s Health 
Sciences and Science Research Ethics Board H-04-22-
8028, and conducted in accordance with the Declaration 
of Helsinki.

Parents interested in enrolling their children contacted 
the research team and received an eligibility survey via 
email. Eligible participants were sent informed consent 
(for parents) and assent (for children) forms electroni-
cally, alongside a brief study description. Parents were 
instructed to review the assent form with their child, 
ensuring the child understood the purpose and volun-
tary nature of the study. This process was reviewed and 
approved by the University of Ottawa Research Ethics 
Board, in accordance with ethical standards for research 
involving minors. Upon parental authorization, a video 
call interview was scheduled. Verbal parental consent 
and child assent were obtained once more at the begin-
ning of the video call after a brief description of the study.

Procedure
The interviews were semi-structured and developed for 
this study (the interview script can be found in the Addi-
tional File 1). Interviews were conducted by the lead 
researcher (JSG), a female PhD student trained in quali-
tative research and experienced in teaching pre-school 
aged children. All interviews were conducted online via 
Zoom to ensure accessibility and convenience for par-
ticipants. Children joined the interviews from their 
homes using a computer or tablet. Prior to the start of 
each interview, parents were asked to leave the room to 
help ensure privacy and minimize external influence. In 
cases where parents preferred to remain present, they 
were instructed not to assist or interfere with their child’s 
responses in any way, in order to preserve the authen-
ticity and independence of the child’s perspective. Dur-
ing the interviews, participants watched four ads: first, 

a one-minute child-targeted chocolate advertisement 
(hereinafter referred to as AD1), followed by questions on 
awareness, attitudes, purchase intent, and perceived tar-
geted audience. The same process was followed with the 
three other ads: a 30-second child-targeted milk adver-
tisement (hereinafter referred to as AD2), a one-minute 
non-child-targeted chocolate advertisement (hereinafter 
referred to as AD3), and a 30-second non-child-targeted 
milk advertisement (hereinafter referred to as AD4).

To collect information on participant’s awareness, they 
were asked what product was advertised, which brand 
created the advertisement (in cases where children did 
not understand what “brand” was, the questions was 
rephrased in different ways so they could understand), 
and whether they had ever seen ads by this brand before. 
This approach aligns with the logic model developed by 
Kelly et al. (2015), which outlines brand awareness as the 
first step in the hierarchy of effects, reflecting the initial 
impact of advertising on unconscious brand memory 
[16]. Although the selected advertisements featured 
brands not commonly available in Canada—minimizing 
prior familiarity—this measure aimed to explore whether 
children paid attention to and retained brand-related 
information following exposure. To gather data on par-
ticipant’s attitudes, they were asked whether they liked 
the advertisement, their reason for their opinion, and 
their favorite part of the ad. To investigate participants’ 
purchase intent, they were asked whether they would 
buy the product, whether they would ask their parents to 
buy it for them, and what specific aspects of the adver-
tisement made them want to buy the product or ask their 
parents to buy it for them.

Finally, participants were asked who they thought the 
product was intended for, to analyse the perceived target 
audience of the ads. Understanding the perceived target 
audience of each advertisement was relevant for assess-
ing whether children can accurately identify when an ad 
is directed at them. This insight is critical because chil-
dren’s ability to recognize targeted marketing influences 
their interpretation, engagement, and susceptibility to 
persuasive intent [45]. If children are unable to discern 
that an advertisement is aimed at them, they may be 
more vulnerable to its influence [45]. Evaluating chil-
dren’s perceptions of audience targeting helps inform 
whether existing advertising strategies effectively blur 
or reveal their intent, and whether children possess the 
cognitive awareness needed to critically evaluate such 
content. This has important implications for policy devel-
opment and regulatory measures aimed at protecting 
children from harmful marketing.

To collect sociodemographic information and infor-
mation about participant’s screen time habits, parents 
completed an online survey through SurveyMonkey©. 
The sociodemographic variables included child’s age, 
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ethnicity and perceived income adequacy. We also que-
ried children’s daily screen time habits. Evidence sug-
gests that prolonged daily screen time is associated with 
increased consumption of unhealthy foods and reduced 
intake of healthy foods [46, 47]. To collect information 
on participant’s daily screen time, parents answered 
questions about how often the child uses a tablet, a cell 
phone/smartphone, and a computer; how often the child 
watches television; as well as the approximate number of 
hours per day that the child uses a screen for leisure and 
for educational purposes.

Advertisements
To examine the influence of product type and marketing 
strategies on children’s responses to food advertisements, 
the study included four distinct advertisements: (1) a 
child-targeted advertisement for an unhealthy food prod-
uct (milk chocolate), (2) a child-targeted advertisement 
for a healthy food product (plain milk), (3) a non-child-
targeted advertisement for an unhealthy food (dark choc-
olate), and (4) a non-child-targeted advertisement for a 
healthy food (plain milk). The selection of advertisements 
representing both healthy and unhealthy foods was 
intended to allow for comparative analysis across prod-
uct categories. Product healthfulness was classified using 
the NOVA classification system, which categorizes foods 
based on the extent and purpose of processing rather 
than nutrient content alone [48]. According to this sys-
tem, plain milk is classified as a minimally processed food 
(Group 1), while both milk chocolate and dark chocolate 
are classified as ultra-processed foods (Group 4) due to 
the presence of added sugars, fats, and other industrial 
ingredients [48]. This framework provided a consistent 
and evidence-based method to differentiate between the 

healthfulness of the advertised products. Furthermore, 
the inclusion of both child-targeted and non-child-tar-
geted advertisements aimed to explore whether market-
ing strategies specifically designed to appeal to children 
had a greater impact on their awareness, attitudes, pur-
chase intent, and perceived intended audience. This 
approach is grounded in previous research demonstrat-
ing that marketing techniques targeting children—such 
as the use of animated characters, bright colors, and play-
ful narratives—are particularly influential in shaping chil-
dren’s preferences and behaviors [16, 21].

The classification of ads as either “child-targeted” or 
“non-child-targeted” was based on literature review of 
marketing techniques [20–22]. Ads employing features 
known to appeal to children—such as vibrant settings, 
engaging music, animation, child actors, child-appealing 
characters, and child-centric narratives—were catego-
rized as child-targeted (Table  1). Conversely, ads lack-
ing these techniques and instead focusing on elements 
designed to resonate with adults were classified as non-
child-targeted. To minimize bias, all ads were sourced 
from brands not easily available in Canada. The adver-
tisements used in the interviews were pre-existing tele-
vision commercials that were publicly available online. 
Selection criteria included high video quality, English 
language, and having been aired within the past 10 years 
to ensure relevance. Three brands were chosen based on 
their alignment with the study’s product categories and 
marketing techniques observed on the literature: Milka 
(milk chocolate), Dove (dark chocolate), and Arla (milk). 
Notably, Arla was the only brand for which both a child-
targeted and a non-child-targeted advertisement for the 
same product were available. The interview sessions were 

Table 1  Details of each advertisement
Advertisement Product 

(Brand)
Storyline Marketing techniques Classifi-

cation
AD1 Milk choco-

late (Milka)
Boy goes to the circus at a school trip and shares a chocolate bar 
with a circus performer.

Music, yellow school bus, games, 
circus setting, child actor, adult-
child interaction.

Child-
target-
ed

AD2 Plain milk 
(Arla)

An animated story of a cookie boy who swims in a lake of milk, 
loses his head because it melts on the milk. His cookie mom 
repairs his head while the family enjoys some milk. The story is 
narrated through music.

Animation, cartoon characters, a 
fun narrative story, music, child-
adult interaction.

Child-
target-
ed

AD3 Dark choco-
late (Dove)

A woman, portrayed by Audrey Hepburn, is seated on a bus 
that becomes stuck in traffic. She then engages in a flirta-
tious exchange with a man driving a convertible. In response 
to his invitation for her to join him, she accepts—on her own 
terms—reversing the expected dynamic by positioning him as 
her chauffeur, while she sits in the back seat enjoying a piece of 
chocolate during the ride.

Vintage music, celebrity familiar 
primarily to adults, flirtation.

Non-
child-
targeted

AD4 Plain milk 
(Arla)

A man, portrayed as the “milk lover”, incorporates a glass of milk 
into various adult-oriented activities, including visiting a bar, 
doing laundry, and riding a bull.

Soft male narrator voice, humor 
tailored to adult sensibilities, and 
settings that resonate with adult 
audiences (e.g. bar, laundry mat).

Non-
child-
targeted
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audio recorded for analysis, with one researcher conduct-
ing all interviews to maintain consistency.

The child-targeted advertisement for the unhealthy 
food depicted a boy in a circus setting, sharing a choco-
late bar with a circus performer (more details on Table 1). 
This advertisement included music, games, a child actor, 
and adult-child interaction. For the healthy food, the 
child-targeted advertisement showcased an animated 
story of a cookie boy who swims in a lake of milk, loses 
his head, and is repaired by his cookie mother while the 
family enjoys milk. This ad leveraged animation, cartoon 
characters, a fun narrative, and child-adult interaction to 
appeal to children. In contrast, the non-child-targeted 
advertisement for unhealthy food featured a woman 
(Audrey Hepburn) in a flirtatious scenario enjoying a 
piece of chocolate during a car ride. The ad included 
elements such as vintage music and a celebrity familiar 
primarily to adults. Finally, the non-child-targeted adver-
tisement for healthy food depicted a man incorporat-
ing milk into various adult-oriented activities, including 
visiting a bar, doing laundry, and riding a bull, all while 
drinking milk. This ad employed a soft narrator voice, 
humor tailored to adult sensibilities, and settings that 
resonate with adult audiences. This deliberate selection 
process ensured the inclusion of diverse and contextually 
rich ads, enabling the study to investigate children’s per-
ceptions across varied types of advertising.

The advertisements selected for this study varied in 
duration, with two ads lasting approximately 30  s and 
the other two approximately one minute. Importantly, 
ad length was kept consistent within each food category: 
both healthy food advertisements (one child-targeted and 
one non-child-targeted) were one minute long, and both 
unhealthy food advertisements (one child-targeted and 
one non-child-targeted) were 30 s long. This decision was 
made to maintain internal consistency when comparing 
children’s responses to ads within each nutritional cat-
egory. The variation in ad length was due to the limited 
availability of suitable pre-existing advertisements that 
met all selection criteria: each ad had to represent one of 
four categories—child-targeted healthy, child-targeted 
unhealthy, non-child-targeted healthy, and non-child-
targeted unhealthy—and feature brands not available 
in the Canadian market to reduce the influence of prior 
exposure or brand recognition. Given these require-
ments, it was not feasible to standardize ad length across 
all categories.

Data analysis
First, one researcher (JSG) conducted the interviews, and 
another researcher (SS) transcribed the audio from all 
interviews. Second, coding was conducted by two other 
researchers (JSG and MP). Thematic analysis was used to 
code and analyze the data, which provides a systematic 

approach to interpreting the data by focusing on recur-
ring ideas, meanings, and perceptions articulated by par-
ticipants [49, 50]. A hybrid coding approach was used, 
combining both deductive and inductive strategies: 
deductive codes were initially informed by prior research 
and theoretical constructs relevant to food advertising—
specifically, awareness, attitudes, purchase intent, and 
perceived target audience—as outlined in Kelly et al.‘s 
(2015) hierarchy of effects model [16]. Simultaneously, 
the analysis remained open to inductive insights that 
emerged organically from participants’ own language 
and interpretations. The researchers began by getting 
familiarized with the data. In the initial coding phase, 
the researchers systematically examined every line and 
segment of the transcripts. A quotation was considered 
“relevant” if it provided meaningful insight into one of 
the overarching concepts (e.g., awareness, attitudes, pur-
chase intent, and perceived target audience). These were 
coded without immediate concern for thematic orga-
nization to preserve the openness of the analysis. After 
this, one researcher (JSG) conducted the focused cod-
ing and developed the themes. In the focused coding 
phase, the most salient and recurring initial codes were 
selected for further development into broader categories 
and themes. Codes were deemed “most useful” based 
on their frequency, relevance to the research questions, 
and conceptual depth. Finally, the researcher grouped 
related focused codes into themes based on conceptual 
similarity, their relationship to the research questions, 
and theoretical coherence. Themes were refined in con-
sultation with co-researchers and were validated through 
iterative comparison across the data set to ensure consis-
tency and depth. Microsoft 365© tools (Excel and Word 
versions 2412) were used in the coding and analysis pro-
cess. Throughout the entirety of this study’s process, par-
ticipants were identified using their unique participation 
codes, which consisted of the study year combined with 
their recruitment order (e.g., P2301, P2302, P2303, etc.).

Results
Sociodemographic and screen habits
Overall, 17 participants (11 girls, 6 boys) aged 6–11 years 
old were interviewed (Table  2). Most participants were 
between ages 9–11 years (64.7%), Latino (47.1%), and 
with parents who declared that it was difficult to make 
ends meet (41.2%). Most children used a tablet several 
times a day (29.4%); a cell phone or smartphone once a 
day (23.5%) or several times a week (23.5%); used a com-
puter several times a day (29.4%); and watched television 
once a day (35.3%). Also, most children used a screen for 
leisure purposes for either 2–4 h per day (41.2%) or 4–6 h 
per day (41.2%); and used a screen for educational pur-
poses for 0–2 h per day (47.1%).
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Children’s awareness of the advertisements
Overall, the major themes that emerged from the data 
related to children’s awareness were understanding of the 
ad content, and a lack of brand awareness and/or famil-
iarity with the brand. Examples of quotes for each theme 
are below:

“It was about chocolate.” (P2313, Boy, 9, AD3) – 
Understanding of the ad content.

“No, I didn’t catch the brand.” (P2304, Girl, 11, 
AD3) – No brand awareness.
“I’ve seen ads about milk, but I don’t know if it was 
exactly the same company.” 
(P2304, Girl, 11, AD3) – Unfamiliar with the brand

Most of the children were able to clearly articulate the 
main message of the advertisement and identify the 
product being promoted and this was consistent for both 
child-targeted and non-child-targeted ads. However, the 
child-targeted advertisement AD2 exhibited the lowest 
occurrence of this pattern, possibly due to the nature of 
the product being advertised. While the advertisement 
promoted milk, its main character—a boy made of a 
cookie—may have led some children to mistakenly per-
ceive cookies as the advertised product rather than milk.

Most children had “no brand awareness” and were 
“unfamiliar with the brand”, as expected due to brands 
being from out of the country, with one child not know-
ing the meaning of brand and couldn’t answer the ques-
tions, even when asked in different ways about who 
created the ad:

“Maybe people that made chocolate and milk?” 
(P2303, Girl, 7, AD1).

Children’s attitudes towards the advertisements
The main theme that emerged from the data for children’s 
perceptions of the ads was “positive perception of the ad”.

“Well, I liked it that it was at a circus, and it was 
a good background. So, I like this advertisement 
about the chocolate” (P2311, Girl, 10, AD1).

This theme emerged among both child-targeted and 
non-child-targeted ads. This theme was not commonly 
expressed in AD2; some children found the cookie char-
acter unsettling, describing it as “creepy” or “disturbing” 
when its head crumbled in the ad. Other participants 
found the ad confusing due to the focus on the cookie 
instead of the milk.

“It was funny, but not really [didn’t like the ad]. I 
thought that it was kind of creepy.” (P2307, Girl, 8, 
AD2).
“I didn’t really like the design of the cookie. The 
cookie didn’t really look. It looked like something else 
when the head came off, the cookie, it just looked 
weird like a new one.” (P2311, Girl, 10, AD2).

The main reasons children gave for liking the ad was 
(i) seeing people in the ad eating the product, (ii) posi-
tive emotional appeal, (iii) pre-existing affinity with the 
product, and (iv) visibility of the product. The presence 

Table 2  Sociodemographic information of study participants 
(N = 17)

Total 
(%)

Total 
(%)

Age Sex
  6–8 yeas 6 (35.3) Female 11 

(64.7)
  9–11 years 11 

(64.7)
Male 6 (35.3)

Ethnicity Income 
adequacy

  White 5 (29.4) Very Difficult (0.0)
  Latino 8 (47.1) Difficult 7 (41.2)
  Other 4 (23.5) Neither easy 

nor difficult
5 (29.4)

Usage of tablet Easy 2 (11.8)
  Several times a day 5 (29.4) Very Easy 1 (5.9)
  Once a day 1 (5.9) Refused to 

answer
2 (11.8)

  Several times a week 4 (23.5) Watch 
television

  Once or twice a week 4 (23.5) Several times 
a day

5 (29.4)

  Rarely 2 (11.8) Once a day 6 (35.3)
  Never 1 (5.9) Several times a 

week
2 (11.8)

Usage of cell phone/smartphone Once or twice a 
week

2 (11.8)

  Several times a day 3 (17.6) Rarely 2 (11.8)
  Once a day 4 (23.5) Never (0.0)
  Several times a week 4 (23.5) Screen time 

for leisure
  Once or twice a week 2 (11.8) 0–2 h per day 3 (17.6)
  Rarely 2 (11.8) 2–4 h per day 7 (41.2)
  Never 2 (11.8) 4–6 h per day 7 (41.2)
Usage of computer Screen 

time for 
educational 
purpose

  Several times a day 5 (29.4) 0–2 h per day 8 (47.1)
  Once a day 4 (23.5) 2–4 h per day 5 (29.4)
  Several times a week 4 (23.5) 4–6 h per day 2 (11.8)
  Once or twice a week (0.0) 11 or more 

hours per day
2 (11.8)

  Rarely 4 (23.5)
  Never (0.0)
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of these themes was similarly frequent among child-
targeted and non-child-targeted ads. However, children 
described “visibility of the product” and “people in the 
ad eating the product” more for AD1 (milk chocolate ad), 
possibly because the person consuming the product was 
a child actor and that in the end of the ad different flavors 
of the chocolate appear as options for consumers. Exam-
ples of quotes for each theme are below:

“Because I like to eat chocolate. And it tastes good.” 
(P2314, Girl, 6, AD3) - pre-existing affinity with the 
product.
“Because it has a lot of colors and like a lot of the 
chocolate involved in in the in the in the ad.” 
(P2311, Girl, 10, AD1) - visibility of the product and 
pre-existing affinity with the product.
“Because they had milk, and I like milk.” (P2302, 
Boy, 8, AD4) - visibility of the product and pre-exist-
ing affinity with the product.
“When he gave the boy, the chocolate, the milk choc-
olate. He felt better, and then, like they were eat-
ing it all happy.” (P2308, Girl, 10, AD1) - people 
in the ad eating the product and positive emotional 
appeal.
“When she bit into the chocolate. It’s kind of like 
telling everyone like, and then she smiled like, it’s 
good, right?” (P2323, Girl, 9, AD3) - people in the ad 
eating the product and positive emotional appeal.

Children’s purchase intent
Overall, the major themes that emerged from the data 
for children’s purchase intent were “negative purchase 
intent”, related to “pre-existing aversion to the prod-
uct” and “preference for other brand/type” regardless of 
whether the ad was child-targeted or non-child-targeted. 
Children expressed higher “negative purchase intent” and 
“pre-existing aversion to the product” for both ads for 
milk (AD2 and AD4) and AD3 (dark chocolate), however, 
they expressed higher “positive purchase intent” related 
to “previous affinity with the product” for AD1 (milk 
chocolate ad). The prevalence of negative purchase intent 
on ads that children had a positive perception of was pri-
marily driven by their preference for other brands/type of 
product. Examples of quotes for each theme are below:

“Um, I don’t really like chocolate” (P2301, Girl, 9, 
AD1).
“Because I don’t, I don’t like milk.” (P2308, Boy, 10 
AD2).
“Cause as I mentioned before, I don’t like dark 
chocolate.” (P2313, Boy, 9, AD3).
“There are other brands. I like the best” (P2304, 
Girl, 11, AD1).

“I feel like there’s a lot of other chocolates that are 
better with like, like caramel filling, or stuff like 
that” (P2322, Girl, 11, AD3).

When children were asked what elements in the ad 
makes them want to buy the product or ask their par-
ents to buy it for them, they described that it was because 
people were shown consuming the product and because 
they had a pre-existing affinity with the product. For chil-
dren who had negative purchase intent (or no intention 
of asking their parents to buy it for them), the partici-
pants emphasized that they had a pre-existing aversion to 
the product. Again, these themes did not differ between 
child-targeted and non-child-targeted ads.

“When she opened it. It looks really good.” (P2305, 
Boy, 9, AD3).
“I just like chocolate. And um when I see it, I want 
it.” (P2310, Girl, 10, AD1).
“Cause as I mentioned before, I don’t like dark 
chocolate” (P2313, Boy, 9, AD3).

Children’s perceived targeted audience
When asked who the product was for, most children 
considered the type of product over the marketing tech-
niques used in the advertisement. Children described 
that the product was for everyone or was for people that 
like the product. Children considered that anyone can 
drink milk or eat chocolate, and that those products are 
also for people who already have an affinity with them. 
These themes also had no difference between child-tar-
geted and non-child-targeted ads.

“I saw a lot of people drink milk before. So, I think it’s 
meant for everyone not specifically kids.” (P2313, 
Boy, 9, AD2).
“I think it’s for all ages, because it’s milk, everybody 
can drink milk.” (P2320, Boy, 10, AD2).
“People who like to drink milk.” (P2311, Girl, 10, 
AD4).
“It could be for everyone, depends on what choco-
late they like.” (P2322, Girl, 11, AD3).

Some children considered the product for children and 
these answers varied between child-targeted ads ver-
sus non-child-targeted ads, however, since the nature of 
the product was so different (AD1 – milk chocolate; and 
AD3 – dark chocolate), it is possible that these themes 
were based on the product rather than the advertising 
techniques. Some children described milk chocolate as a 
product for children and some children considered dark 
chocolate for adults. For AD4 (milk, non-child-targeted) 
only one girl responded that it was for adults (with no 
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explanation) and two other girls considered it for adults 
because they are who make the purchases at home. 
But some children took the question very literally and 
said that the product was for the main character in the 
advertisement.

“I think mostly kids and like teenagers will buy it.” 
(P2310, Girl, 10, AD1).
“Probably more towards adults. because, you know, 
kids don’t eat that much dark chocolate it’s all milk 
these days.” (P2308, Boy, 10, AD3).

Children’s screen time habits and purchase intent
Children who expressed favorable reactions to at least 
one food advertisement—such as “positive perception of 
the ad”, and “positive purchase intent” —were predomi-
nantly between 9 and 11 years of age, female, and from 
households reporting financial difficulties. These children 
also exhibited high levels of daily screen use, especially 
for leisure purposes, and engaged with various digital 
devices, including smartphones, tablets, and television.

Discussion
Overall, most children’s perceptions did not differ 
between the child-targeted ads and non-child-targeted 
ads. Rather, they differed according to the product adver-
tised. Children’s purchase intent did not differ regardless 
of the target audience of the ad. Many children reported 
having a pre-existing aversions to milk and dark choco-
late, therefore they presented negative purchase intent 
and did not report the marketing techniques used in the 
ad as the reason for not desiring to purchase the prod-
uct. Children who said they did not like milk said they 
would not buy the product regardless of whether it was 
a child-targeted ad or non-child-targeted ad. These find-
ings align with previous research indicating that adver-
tisements promoting familiar food products tend to 
generate notably stronger responses among children, 
including increased product preference, heightened pur-
chase intentions, and greater likelihood of requesting the 
advertised items [51]. Similarly, children’s perception of 
the target audience was also related to the product rather 
than the ad being child-targeted or non-child-targeted. 
Most children described the product advertised as suit-
able for anyone or for people who like such products. 
However, some difference was noted between milk choc-
olate (AD1) and dark chocolate (AD3) ads because some 
children considered milk chocolate as a product for chil-
dren and dark chocolate as a product for adults. Once 
more, the marketing techniques were not mentioned as a 
reason for their perception of the target audience.

An important finding from this study is that all partici-
pating children expressed “positive perception of the ad” 

for at least one advertisement, regardless of whether it 
was child-targeted or non-child-targeted. Notably, most 
children expressed a positive perception of two or more 
ads. The primary reasons for their positive perception 
were people in the ad eating the product, positive emo-
tional appeals, pre-existing affinity with the product, and 
visibility of the product. Their positive attitudes toward 
the ads were thus product-driven, even in cases where 
they were unfamiliar with the brand. Previous research 
indicates that children, even when capable of identifying 
food ads and their persuasive intent, remain receptive to 
these ads due to their preference for the marketed food 
items [52].

However, even though most children had positive atti-
tudes towards the ads, most children expressed nega-
tive purchase intent, which was also influenced by the 
product itself. As previously mentioned, some children 
expressed pre-existing aversion to milk and dark choco-
late, leading to negative purchase intent, while oth-
ers who initially expressed affinity for the product still 
showed a preference for other brands/products naming 
brands that they prefer or other flavours that they would 
prefer buying. The major theme related to the reason 
for positive purchase intent was people in the ad eating 
the product and pre-existing affinity with such prod-
ucts. These findings suggest that the product itself and 
the brand, rather than the specific marketing techniques 
used, drives children’s purchase intent as well. Whether 
the advertisement targeted children or not was less rel-
evant; familiarity with the product was the critical factor.

The findings suggest that children who responded 
more favorably to food advertisements—expressing posi-
tive perception of the ad, and positive purchase intent—
were primarily between the ages of 9 and 11, female, and 
from households reporting financial difficulties. These 
children also reported high levels of screen time for lei-
sure, with frequent use of multiple digital devices, includ-
ing smartphones, tablets, and television. This pattern 
aligns with existing literature indicating that children 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds may be more 
vulnerable to persuasive advertising due to greater media 
exposure and fewer resources for critical media literacy 
[10, 53]. Moreover, studies have shown that older chil-
dren within the pre-adolescent age group demonstrate 
increasing brand awareness and consumer autonomy, 
making them more responsive to advertising messages 
[54, 55]. The combination of age, high screen exposure, 
and socioeconomic vulnerability may amplify children’s 
receptiveness to marketing cues and reinforce existing 
consumption behaviors, particularly when exposed to 
advertisements for familiar foods. These findings under-
score the importance of addressing screen time behaviors 
and socio-demographic factors in future food marketing 
regulations and interventions.



Page 10 of 13Soares Guimaraes et al. BMC Public Health         (2025) 25:3167 

For the perceived target audience, the findings 
remained consistent with the effects of food advertis-
ing on children: the primary factor influencing children’s 
perceptions was the product advertised, rather than the 
marketing techniques employed. While the literature 
[20–22] and policy makers looking to restrict food adver-
tising to children might classify ads AD1 and AD2 as 
child-targeted and AD3 and AD4 as non-child-targeted, 
these distinctions were irrelevant to the participants. For 
instance, children perceived ads for chocolate as suit-
able for everyone, or they focused on milk chocolate 
(AD1) as more specifically for kids, while dark choco-
late (AD3) was considered more appropriate for adults. 
Similarly, milk (AD2 and AD4) was viewed as a product 
for everyone. This perception persisted regardless of the 
marketing techniques used. Ads AD1 and AD2, which 
incorporated child-oriented techniques such as anima-
tion, music, and the presence of characters appealing to 
children, did not lead to a stronger identification of the 
intended audience as children than AD3 and AD4, which 
employed adult-oriented strategies, such as settings asso-
ciated with adults (e.g., a bar) or celebrities familiar only 
to adults. The determining factor for children was the 
product itself. If the product was commonly associated 
with kids (e.g., milk chocolate), adults (e.g., dark choco-
late), or all age groups (e.g., milk), children assumed 
the advertisement was directed at the corresponding 
audience.

These findings suggest a potential mismatch between 
current food advertising regulations, such as the self-
regulatory Code for the Responsible Advertising of 
Food and Beverage Products to Children, the proposed 
Health Canada regulations, and Quebec’s Consumer 
Protection Act, which all focus on child-targeted and 
child-appealing food advertising. Existing policies pre-
dominantly focus on identifying ads explicitly directed at 
children, often based on set list of marketing techniques 
designed to identify the intention of the ad and the com-
pany selling the product. However, if children prioritize 
the product over the marketing intent, it makes it diffi-
cult to reliably determine whether an advertisement tar-
gets them. Moreover, as previously noted, children are 
more likely to desire and consume products they already 
know and enjoy. The results suggest that food advertis-
ing regulations that prioritize the nutritional quality of 
the advertised products rather than solely focusing on 
the intent behind the marketing may be more likely to 
reduce the influence of unhealthy food ads on children’s 
preferences and purchasing intentions. Reducing expo-
sure to unhealthy food and beverage advertising would 
reduce the stimuli for the consumption of such products. 
This requires a shift toward regulating ads for products 
with low nutritional value, accompanied by the imple-
mentation of a robust and comprehensive classification 

system to assess the healthfulness of such products. This 
approach aligns with the goals of the United Kingdom’s 
new regulation [34], which will prohibit all paid food and 
beverage advertising of unhealthy products online and 
on television before 9pm [34]. Evaluation of such policies 
will be critical and could provide evidence to encourage 
other countries to follow suit.

Strengths and limitations
This study presents several notable strengths that 
increase its validity and richness. Firstly, the inclusion 
of one-on-one interviews with 17 children aged 6 to 11 
years allowed for a comprehensive understanding of 
children’s perspectives. The diverse age range facilitated 
the capture of a variety of viewpoints, ensuring a more 
holistic representation of the population. Additionally, 
the wide range of questions per advertisement permit-
ted a comprehensive exploration of children’s perspec-
tives. The inclusion of various scenarios—targeted ads for 
children, adults, healthy, and unhealthy food products—
allowed for a comprehensive examination of the different 
types of advertising and how it affects children.

Despite these strengths, there are a few limitations that 
must be acknowledged. One notable limitation is the eth-
nic composition of the sample. Due to the convenience 
sampling method, the study included a higher percent-
age of Latino participants (47.1%) compared to the Cana-
dian population, where Latinos account for only 1.6% 
[56]. This discrepancy arose from the study’s recruit-
ment strategy, which relied on social media posts and 
the principal investigator’s background, potentially influ-
encing the algorithm to deliver posts primarily to Latino 
users. While this limitation may affect the generalizabil-
ity of the findings to other ethnic groups, it is important 
to note that the sample still reflects diverse viewpoints 
within the Latino community. Future studies should aim 
to recruit more ethnically representative samples that 
reflect the broader Canadian population to enhance the 
generalizability of findings across diverse cultural groups. 
Employing stratified or purposive sampling methods 
may help ensure greater diversity in participant demo-
graphics, particularly in terms of ethnicity and cultural 
background.

Another limitation is the socio-economic status of the 
participants. A significant portion of parents reported 
financial difficulties, which could be attributed to the 
study’s convenience sampling method. While this may 
limit the broader applicability of the findings to higher-
income groups, it also provides valuable insights into 
the perceptions of children from lower socio-economic 
households, an often-underrepresented group in food 
advertising research. Additionally, future research 
should consider incorporating socio-economic diversity 
more systematically. While this study provided valuable 
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insights from children in lower-income households—
an often underrepresented group in food advertising 
research—additional studies are needed to explore how 
children from varied income levels perceive and respond 
to food marketing, particularly given the potential influ-
ence of socioeconomic context on media consumption 
and food preferences.

The online format of the interviews, necessitated by 
the timing of the study during the end stage of the pan-
demic, introduced some technical challenges. Variations 
in internet connection quality at times led to disruptions 
in the video quality, which may have impacted the partic-
ipants’ engagement with the interview process. Although 
these issues were beyond the researcher’s control, they 
represent a potential source of bias that could have influ-
enced the children’s responses.

One limitation of this study is that pilot interviews were 
not conducted with children prior to data collection. As 
a result, the interview guide was not pre-tested for clar-
ity, comprehension, or age-appropriateness, which may 
have affected the consistency or depth of responses in 
the initial interviews. Although the selection of ads was 
reviewed and approved by multiple researchers, post-
data collection analysis revealed that children interpreted 
one advertisement (AD2) differently than anticipated. 
AD2 featured an unconventional narrative that appeared 
to influence children’s perceptions; several participants 
reported that they did not enjoy the advertisement, with 
some even describing it as “creepy.” This reaction con-
trasted with the interpretation of the adult research-
ers, who did not perceive the advertisement in the same 
way during the selection process. Although the selec-
tion criteria focused on marketing techniques appealing 
to children, it is possible that a different advertisement 
with similar marketing techniques might have yielded 
different results. In AD2, the central character was a 
cookie-shaped boy, which led some children to interpret 
“cookies” as the primary product being advertised. Since 
cookies are typically classified as unhealthy food items, 
this characterization may have introduced confounding 
effects in the ad. Additionally, the product selection was 
based on familiar food items (milk and chocolate), which 
may have influenced children’s preferences. The lack of 
unfamiliar products in the study presents a limitation, 
though it is acknowledged that identifying suitable ads 
for unfamiliar products would have been a difficult task. 
As a result, we focused on brands that were unfamiliar to 
children. Future research should seek to include a wider 
range of healthy and unhealthy food products to fur-
ther explore children’s perceptions and responses across 
diverse food categories. Lastly, the marketing tech-
niques selected as child-targeted or non-child-targeted 
were related to the ad and not the products. It is impos-
sible to know, based on this study, if the use of marketing 

techniques within the products (e.g. animal shapes, child 
appealing flavour, etc.) would affect the results and how it 
would impact children’s preferences.

A potential limitation of this study relates to the varia-
tion in advertisement length. Two of the ads were approx-
imately 30  s long, while the other two lasted about one 
minute. However, to minimize the potential impact of 
this variation, the length of advertisements was matched 
within food categories: both unhealthy food ads were 30 s 
in duration, and both healthy food ads were one minute 
long. This approach aimed to support a balanced com-
parison of children’s responses within each nutritional 
category. Nonetheless, differences in exposure time may 
have influenced levels of attention, recall, or engagement, 
particularly when comparing across categories. These 
factors should be taken into account when interpreting 
the findings. Future studies might consider producing or 
selecting ads of equal length across all categories to elim-
inate this potential source of variation while still meeting 
content and targeting criteria.

Conclusions
This study highlights the pivotal role of the product 
itself in shaping children’s responses to ads. The findings 
demonstrated that children’s attitudes and perceptions 
toward the ads and their desire to purchase or request 
the products were primarily influenced by their familiar-
ity with and preference for the advertised product. Those 
outcomes were not to be related to the marketing tech-
niques employed in the advertising. Moreover, children’s 
perception of the intended audience of an advertisement 
was also guided by the product’s typical consumer base 
on their point of view, rather than by the advertisement’s 
marketing techniques.

These findings underscore that, for this sample of chil-
dren, the product being advertised outweighed the influ-
ence of specific marketing techniques. This insight carries 
significant implications for public policy and advertising 
regulations. Efforts to protect children from the promo-
tion of unhealthy eating habits that regulate ads based on 
the healthfulness of the products themselves rather than 
focusing on the marketing techniques or the intended 
target audience of the ads, may be more likely to have a 
greater effect of reducing marketing influence. Such an 
approach would more effectively address the root cause 
of children’s vulnerability to unhealthy food market-
ing and contribute to fostering healthier dietary habits 
among this demographic.
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