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MEDIA RELEASE

11 October 2023 (Geneva, Switzerland) -- Unregulated commercial marketing of unhealthy products - like junk
food, tobacco, and alcohol - threatens the health and rights of our children and adolescents with increasingly
sophisticated and aggressive methods, especially targeting poor communities in all countries, shows a new report
launched today at the Global Forum for Adolescents [1].

The report Selling a Sick Future: How to counter harmful commercial marketing towards children and young people
across risk factors for noncommunicable diseases [2], authored by NCD Alliance and Children in All Policies 2030
(CAP-2030), proposes a framework showcasing how children and young people are exposed to harmful commercial
marketing and identifies tactics used by companies to target them. These tactics include:

Inclusion of toys with purchases,
Use of bright colours or cartoons,
Flavouring of products,
Contests and giveaways,
Branded merchandise and memorabilia,
Gamification,
Sponsorships with celebrities and athletes, and
Engagement or sharing on social media

The report explores the elements that contribute to build a comprehensive marketing policy and calls for strict
regulatory measures from all governments to fully protect young people and their environments from
harmful marketing.

“The harm from these unhealthy products is both immediate and lifelong, and it carries on across
generations by adding fuel to a cycle of poverty and chronic disease. This report calls on
governments to protect the rights of children and young people - rather than the interests of health-
harming industries - through robust marketing regulations,” said Katie Dain, CEO of NCD Alliance.

“The Selling a Sick Future report highlights that national policymakers have an obligation to
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guarantee children and young people’s human rights to health, accurate information, privacy and
data protection, and freedom from exploitation, as codified in the United Nations (UN) Declaration
of Human Rights, UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and other international treaties and
conventions,” said Sarah Dalglish, Executive Director of CAP-2030.

Commercial marketing of unhealthy products towards children and young people is a key factor behind the global rise
of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) like diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, respiratory diseases and mental health
conditions. NCDs cause 41 million deaths annually (74% of global mortality), with rising rates among children and
young people in countries of all resource levels. The prevalence of hypertension in children [3] has increased four-fold
in the past three decades, a key risk factor for many more NCDs, setting up young people for a lifetime of avoidable
chronic disease.

Commercial entities spend billions of dollars annually to target children and young people, with the marketing industry
growing every year. This growth is driven by a rise in digital and online marketing as well as expanded markets in
lower and middle-income countries (LMICs). It is projected that global spending on advertising will reach US$674
billion this year [4]. In most countries, marketing spend is tax deductible, thereby eliminating any positive benefit to the
public that could come from this health-harming expenditure, while reducing the risk of investment in marketing for
commercial entities.

It is well evidenced that health-harming industries prey on low-income and minority children across geographies, and
specifically target populations in LMICs, through aggressive marketing that exploits existing vulnerabilities, worsening
health outcomes and exaggerating health inequalities.

“Evidence shows companies seeking out the most vulnerable populations with precise and
predatory techniques that are nothing short of an attack on the physical and mental health and well-
being of children and young people, and a violation of their human rights. As usual, those who are
already marginalized suffer the most,” said Ms Dain.

Such targeting happens both within and across national boundaries: one study found that McDonald’s marketing team
was specifically focusing on children in LMICs, with the company posting 154% more Instagram posts in LMICs than
in high-income countries (HICs). 40% of posts offered a promotion or giveaway compared to only 14% in HICs. This is
not a new tactic by health-harming industries. US litigation in the 1990s exposed some of the largest tobacco
companies as specifically targeting developing countries as sources of new markets to retain profits lost from growing
restrictions in HICs. Alcohol and ultra-processed food companies have all followed suit, adopting this strategy from
tobacco and aggressively advertising in LMICs.

Across industries, marketers also use a common playbook to counter regulation and prevent restrictions that would
constrain their commercial activities – and their profits. Companies influence and undermine regulation through highly
effective lobbying and flooding consultations, and by promoting industry-favourable and weak legislation. In Selling a
Sick Future, the authors call on national policymakers to urgently enact comprehensive regulation, making 10
recommendations for national policymakers to counter harmful commercial marketing across NCD risk factors for
children and young people and overcome industry interference.

***ENDS***

Further information:
Michael Kessler,
NCD Alliance Media Relations
Mob: +34 655 792 699
Email: michael.kessler@intoon-media.com [5]

About the NCD Alliance:

The NCD Alliance (NCDA) is a registered non-governmental organisation (NGO) based in Geneva, Switzerland,
dedicated to supporting a world free from preventable suffering, disability and death caused by noncommunicable
diseases (NCDs). Founded in 2009, NCDA brings together a unique network of over 400 members in more than 60
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countries into a respected, united and credible global civil society movement. The movement is unified by the cross-
cutting nature of common risk factors including unhealthy diets, alcohol, tobacco, air pollution and physical inactivity,
and the system solutions for chronic NCDs such as cancer, cardiovascular disease, chronic lung disease, diabetes,
mental health and neurological disorders.

About Children in All Policies 2030:

Children in All Policies 2030 (CAP-2030) is a global initiative working to centre children’s health and well-being in all
policies, to ensure an equitable, sustainable future. Our partners work in countries around the world to implement the
recommendations of the WHO-UNICEF-Lancet Commission by promoting children’s rights and protecting their health
through science, advocacy and coalition-building.
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