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Food for thought 
THE IMPACT OF ADVERTISING BANS 

Prohibiting TV ads for foods high in fat, salt and sugar (HFSS) looks like an easy 
policy response to the growing obesity problem in the UK and other developed economies. 
However, a wide range of studies of the impact of similar bans, notably on alcohol ads, 
indicate that they are ineffective in reducing harmful consumption and may even have 
perverse effects. We were commission by a client to assemble the evidence and explore the 
reasons for these counter-intuitive results. 

The incidence of obesity in the UK has nearly doubled in the past 25 years.  
Nearly 25% of adults, and 10% of children, are categorised as clinically obese. 
Over the same period, concerns about the levels of binge drinking among the 
young have also risen. In consequence, a sequence of restrictions on the content, 
timing and placing of TV advertising have been introduced in the UK, and more 
are in the pipeline. There has been pressure from a number of medical and other 
lobby groups for a complete ban on the advertising of alcohol and HFSS foods 
before the 9pm watershed, and the Government has now launched an inquiry. 
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This is sensible because, as so often, a seemingly obvious conclusion is not borne 
out by the evidence. Frontier has carried out a wide-ranging review of the 
academic literature, both empirical and qualitative. We included in this survey 
reviews commissioned by the Office of Communications (Ofcom), in relation to 
HFSS foods1, and the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
(NIAAA)2.  

We have sought to use this evidence to address three questions: 

 Are bans on HFSS food and alcohol effective? 

 Do they have unintended consequences, and if so why? 

 Are other policy levers more effective? 

QUALITY AND QUANTITY 

Numerous studies have been undertaken, across a wide range of countries, of the 
relationship between television advertising and consumption of alcohol and 
HFSS foods, and the impact of advertising bans. Quantitative studies have 
focused primarily on alcohol.  With few exceptions – notably a number of studies 
by Professor Henry Saffer of Kean University – they provide little evidence of a 
significant link between advertising and total sales of alcoholic drinks, or 
consumption per head. Professor Jon Nelson of Penn State University in 2001, 
for example, suggested that where a positive link had been found, it tended to be 
very slight – indicating that a 10% increase in advertising was associated with a 
1% increase in consumption.   

With much the same exceptions, research into the impact of advertising bans 
tends to indicate that they either have no effect on consumption or are associated 
with an increase.  This includes research – such as the survey of 17 developed 
economies carried out in 2007 by Professor Nelson – covering periods of up to 
25 years, with the important implication that bans do not tend to reduce the 
number of “new” drinkers.  (Significantly, this survey covered the same countries 
as the research conducted by Professor Saffer in 1991.)  

Ofcom and the NIAAA have both carried out reviews of the qualitative research. 
So far as alcohol is concerned, the results are mixed. Experimental studies have 
produced little consistent evidence that alcohol advertising affects drinking 
attitudes and behaviour, although some surveys indicate there may be such a link 
so far as children and adolescents are concerned. This evidence, however, is far 
from conclusive.  

So far as HFSS food is concerned, the evidence is thin. Most studies could not 
identify a clear relationship between advertising and consumption, and those that 
did indicated the impact was small – a mere 2% of the variance that could be 
related to different influences such as family meal habits, exercise levels and so 
forth. Moreover, recent studies of Canada and Sweden indicate that obesity does 
not diminish where advertising to children has been banned. 

A number of these studies do indicate a clear correlation between television 
viewing and obesity. However, that may well be driven by lifestyle rather than 

Food for thought 






