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Should advertising to children be banned?





Advertising is a major part of everyday life, found whenever we turn on the television, surf the Internet, read a magazine or even step outside our front door.  It is this pervasive quality which worries some people, especially when it comes to its effect on the most vulnerable in our society, children.  There is therefore the question of whether advertising should be restricted or even banned.  This essay will first look at the problem in terms of children’s welfare, examining research on advertising, then suggesting possible areas for a ban.  Then it will look at the issue from a business point of view, detailing economic drawbacks and practical difficulties.





Opinion is divided over what impact, if any, advertising has on children.  What is beyond question is that many people, parents in particular are worried about its effects.  88% of Swedes supported their government’s ban on children’s TV adverts in 1991 (Willows, 2009, p.23) while 36% of adults in the UK thought that advertising was damaging to their children (Sidle, 2011, p.14).  





However, research on the subject does not seem to bear this out.  Psychology professor, Adrian Furnham, argues against any restrictions, noting “Peer influences and parenting styles are massively more influential in determining children’s behaviour and achievements than advertising” (Stokes and Brown, 2011). Furthermore, a German study points out that, on average, children between three and thirteen years old spend only 1.4% of their waking time watching adverts.  That said, in the UK, this translates into 18 000 adverts a year (Grissom, 2010). However until there has been definitive research linking behaviour to advertising, it would seem premature to argue for a ban, but perhaps some regulation is needed, especially given parents’ concerns. 





One restriction would arguably be on food advertising.  95% of these during children’s television programmes were for products high in fat, salt or sugar (Grissom, 2010) and many, including the World Health Organisation, believe that there is a link between such foods and increasing levels of obesity and high blood pressure. Yet for every $1 spent by the WHO to combat these effects of a poor diet, the global food industry spends $500, part of an annual industry worth $25 billion (WHO, 2009).  It is obviously not a fair fight and as children’s health is at stake, there is a strong case for a limitation on food advertising to the young.





This could well help children.  However, the downside of any such regulation could be damage to business, such as to the above mentioned food industry who would obviously see profits fall.  Another less direct casualty would be children’s television.  At present, this industry is heavily reliant on advertising revenues.  Martin Bowley of the media organisation Carlton Sales, remarked “Without TV advertising in the UK, the ability of commercial TV stations to deliver high quality programmes to young people would be severely affected” (BBC, 2007).  Of ITV’s £39 million children’s commissioning budget, £11 million came from advertising (BBC, 2007).  The removal of this support could lead to job losses, and a flood of cheap American exports.  There is also the wider implication of any ban, with many within the EU saying it would contravene the whole idea of free trade in goods and services that the EU is based on, and would in fact be illegal. Therefore, any restriction, let alone a ban is highly problematic from the point of view of business, and potentially impossible to enforce.





In conclusion then, the answer is both yes and no, depending on whose interests we have at heart.  Children are possibly at risk from advertising though this is a matter of much debate.  The only undisputed fact is that it worries many, including both parents and governments.  A restriction, particularly on food products could help ease those fears and perhaps protect children’s health.  However, business would be threatened by any greater controls, and this might in turn rebound on children by lowering the quality of television programmes available to them.  Perhaps what is needed most is more research on this subject so that any public debate and any demands made to industry would have the benefit of a greater foundation on which to act.
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