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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the effects of targeted marketing for unhealthy food and 

beverages to Black children and adolescents and the disparities in obesity rates.  This review 

specifically focuses on the question: how does targeted marketing for unhealthy food and 

beverages affect the rates of obesity in Black children and adolescents?  This study analyzes the 

frequency of exposure to targeted advertisements, their culturally-relevant contexts, and the 

different product messages across demographics.  The research indicates that there is a link 

between targeted marketing and obesity rates for Black children.  Targeted marketing increases 

the frequency of exposure to advertisements for unhealthy foods and beverages, messages with 

cultural symbols, and targeted nutritional information.    
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Weighing the Truth:  

An Analysis of Targeted Marketing Effect’s on Obesity in Black Youth 

Introduction 

Researchers, medical professionals, and policymakers have shown increasing interest in 

health disparities between minorities and White communities.  According to the National Health 

and Nutrition Examination Survey, there are disparities in the obesity rates for White and Black 

children, as 16.9% of Black children are obese, compared to 14.3% of White children ("Special 

Report: Racial and Ethnic," n.d.).  While there have been many public health efforts to decrease 

these rates, the disparities may be still present in current society.  Obese children are more likely 

to suffer from severe health issues as adults, including hypertension, heart disease, and diabetes.  

Although there many causes contribute to this disparity, this literature review focuses on 

the targeted marketing of unhealthy foods and beverages.  In 2009, the Federal Trade 

Commission reported that 48 food and beverage companies spent $1.8 billion on youth-targeted 

marketing, of which $632.7 million (35.4%) was on television (Federal Trade Commission, 

2012).  In 2014, children ages 2 to 11 were exposed to 12.8 food and beverage television 

advertisements per day, and adolescents ages 12 to 17 were exposed to 15.2 advertisements per 

day (Federal Trade Commission, 2012).  Advertisements for fast-food restaurants represented 

more than one-quarter of food advertisements for children, and one-third for adolescents.  

Although food and beverage marketing has become an increasingly discussed issue in public 

health, food-related advertising to adolescents has increased by 25% from 2007-2014 (Federal 

Trade Commission, 2012).   

Many of these advertisements include cultural aspects, such as McDonald’s use of Hip-

Hop music in their ads and Popeye’s Black spokesperson, Annie, although its actual CEO is 
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White.  These are examples of targeted marketing, which is defined as the common marketing 

strategy of directing products and promotions to groups of consumers with common 

demographic or characteristics based on their assumed likelihood of buying the product (Powell, 

Wada, Kumanyika, 2014).  Targeted product advertising results in higher exposure and tailored 

advertisements that are of particular interest for the targeted group, and is often used to promote 

unhealthy products to select groups (Powell et al.).  Thus, targeted marketing may contribute to 

the disparate rates of childhood obesity among Black and White children.   

The purpose of this literature review is to assess how targeted marketing for unhealthy 

food and beverages to Black children contribute to the disparate rates in childhood obesity.  This 

review is organized into four sections: Background, Social Determinants of Health, Literature 

Review, and Conclusion.  First, the review will provide background information on the trends of 

disparate obesity rates, and then define social determinants of health.  Then, it will explain the 

findings by analyzing the frequency of unhealthy food advertisements in Black communit ies and 

any content differences among the two markets.  Then, it will end with a conclusion to explain 

policy and research implications. 

Background 

The disparate obesity rates in Black communities tend to be important public health 

issues, and targeted marketing may contribute to these rates.  The Institute of Medicine defines 

health care disparities as differences in treatment or access between population groups that are 

not from different preferences for services or health (Kronenfeld, 2013).  Although there are 

many areas where health disparities occur, such as gender, age, religion, etc., it is important to 

note the alarming disparities between different races and ethnicities.  Major disparities are more 

likely for Hispanics, Blacks, Native Americans/American Indians, and Asians, as compared to 
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their White counterparts.  It is important to learn about the systemic complexities that generate 

the observed outcomes to understand the underlying drivers of population health outcomes and 

disparities (Carey & Crammond, 2015).  

Segregation as a social process contributes to differential exposure to several particular 

environments and contexts, which may influence health by shaping social processes ( 

Kronenfeld, 2013).  Multiple research studies have attempted to illustrate the varying factors that 

contribute to this social process, including immigration, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, 

but have shown conflicting results.  When studying health outcomes and target populations, it is 

important to focus on measuring the prevalence of specific health diseases in population groups, 

especially among marginalized or discriminated groups (Pedrana, Pamponet, Walker, Costa, & 

Rasella, 2016).  Monitoring the health conditions of a population is important to health care 

systems because it allows the understanding of a population’s overall health trends, and it 

demonstrates the effectiveness of public interventions, including trends in health inequalities 

(Pedrana et al.). 

Researchers conducted a national survey study to assess the effect of fast food television 

advertisements on youth obesity rates (McClure, Tanski, Gilbert-Diamond, Adachi-Mejia, Li, Li, 

& Sargent, 2013).  A national sample of 2,541 youth across the United States, aged 15-23 years 

were surveyed in 2010-2011.  They found that for every 1-point increase in television fast-food 

advertising receptivity score, the probability of obesity increased by 19% (McClure et al., p. 

560).  The finding was independent of television time, which suggests that the association is not 

indicative of increased sedentary time.  These results demonstrate the concept that aggressive 

marketing tactics, such as targeted marketing, can drive children towards unhealthy foods and 

beverages. 
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Literature Review 

Method 

 Several procedures were followed to ensure a comprehensive review of the literature.  

First, a comprehensive search of peer-reviewed journal articles was completed using Saint 

Mary’s University of Minnesota’s SuperSearch database.  Search terms included: health 

disparities, targeted marketing to Black people, obesity rates, Black children and obesity, and 

African-American obesity rates.  Next, reference sections and recommended article links were 

followed to find more relevant information.  Because of the topic’s specificity, the method did 

not have strict exclusion criteria because it led to few applicable studies.   

Exposure to Unhealthy Food and Beverage Advertisements  

Company spending.  In 2011 through 2012, more than one in five Hispanic and Black 

youth, ages 2 to 19, suffered from obesity, which is significantly higher than rates for White and 

non-Hispanic youth (Harris, Shehan, Gross, Kumanyika, Lassiter, Ramirez, & Gallion., 2015).  

In 2013, White youth reportedly consumed more fruits or vegetables per week than Black and 

Hispanic youth (Harris et al.).  Black youths experience a two-fold exposure to unhealthy food 

marketing as compared to White youth, which likely worsens the disparities between the two 

communities.  Black youth may experience targeted marketing for three reasons: they are more 

likely to live in areas where unhealthy food marketing is more common, they may be exposed to 

more of the media where food-related products are advertised (e.g. television), and food and 

beverage companies target advertisements for unhealthy products to Black consumers.  

Companies may target Black consumers because of their increased buying power, which analysts 

forecast to grow to $1.3 trillion in 2018 (Harris et al.).  Consumer research also indicates that 

companies can take advantage of this buying power by including culturally relevant themes and 
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people of color in their advertisements, and by airing these commercials during television shows 

relevant to Black audiences (Harris et al.).   

The University of Connecticut’s Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity (Harris et al., 

2015) conducted a large-scale study of targeted marketing to Hispanic and Black youth.  The 

report found interesting trends in company spending and tactics to engage Black consumers.  It 

reported that Hershey’s was one of the largest advertising spenders in Black-focused media, 

reportedly spending $41 million on Black media in 2013, which is a 31% increase from 2012 

(Harris et al., p. 5).  McDonald’s was also one of the largest advertising spenders in Black-

focused media; it spent $33 million on all Black media in 2013, and it has several websites aimed 

at specific racial-ethnic audiences, including Black communities (Harris et al., p. 5).  PepsiCo 

spent $31 million on all Black media in 2013, making it another large advertising spender in 

Black-focused media (Harris et al., p. 5).   

Many of the companies that the Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity (2015) 

researched spent a significant portion of their workloads and advertising budgets on Black 

consumers.  The results found that only Coca-Cola, General Mills, and McDonald’s publicized 

marketing campaigns that were specifically directed towards Black consumers.  In the Rudd 

Center for Food Policy & Obesity study, PepsiCo explained that it uses celebrities and sponsors 

to appeal to multicultural millennials and to reinforce its cultural relevance to youth.  Several 

companies spent a high percentage of advertising budgets on Black programs.  The Hershey 

Company spent the most ($23 million), which is 4.4% of its advertising budget, compared to the 

average proportion of 2.0%.  Mars, Unilever, Wendy’s, and Ferrero allocated the highest 

proportions of their television advertising budgets on Black programming (Harris et al., 2015, p. 

5).   
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Company spending on targeted marketing campaigns spans across several decades.  In 

1983, companies spent $100 million on television advertising to children (Linn & Novosat, 2008, 

p. 134).  According to the Federal Trade Commission, in 2006, 44 food, beverage, and restaurant 

companies spent more than $1.6 billion on marketing campaigns for unhealthy products to 

children and adolescents, of which $870 million was spent on marketing to children younger 

than 12, and more than $1 billion was spent to market to adolescents (Kraak, Story, Wartella, 

Ginter, 2011, p. 323).  In that same year, of the $200 billion spent by children and youth 

consumers, the top four sales categories were candy and snack foods, soft drinks, fast food, and 

cereal (Linn & Novosat, p. 134).   

Nicoletta Wilks (2009) conducted a review of the food and beverage industry’s children 

marketing tactics.  She found that, in 2006, Traditional Measured Media (television, radio, and 

print) comprised 53% of youth directed marketing expenditures, which totaled to $853 million 

(Wilks, p. 25).  Of which, companies spent $458 million on child-directed advertising, with 31% 

spent on breakfast cereals and 20% spent on restaurant foods (Wilks, 2009, p. 25).  Companies 

spent $376 million on teen-directed advertising, of which $99 million was spent on marketing 

carbonated beverages, and $69 million for candy and frozen desserts.   

Frequency of exposure.  Several research studies indicate significant differences in the 

frequency of exposure to unhealthy food and beverage advertisements for Black youth and White 

youth.  The Rudd Center’s report indicated that in 2013, Black children saw 5,377 

advertisements for packaged food companies, fast-food and full-service restaurants, and big 

name companies, as compared to White children, who saw 3,154 advertisements (Harris et al., 

2015, p. 19).  The gap is greater between Black and White teens, who saw 6,812 advertisements 

and 3,895 advertisements, respectively (Harris et al., 2015, p. 19).   
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The finding that Black youth watch more television than White youth could contribute to 

these disparate rates in exposure frequency.  The Rudd Center’s report also found that in 2013, 

Black children watched 43% more minutes of television compared to White children, but they 

were exposed to 71% more food advertisements (Harris et al., 2015, pp. 18-19).  Black teens 

watched 68% more television, but were exposed to 75% more food advertisements than White 

teens (Harris et al., p. 19).  Research has also shown that Black children are more likely to have 

televisions in their bedrooms and watch television an hour or more longer per day compared to 

their white peers, which could contribute to the disproportionate obesity rates (Powell et al., 

2014).   

A national longitudinal study in the United States examined whether children’s weight 

status and their television-viewing patterns influenced their subsequent eating habits (Chen & 

Wang, 2015).  The study used a sample of over 75,000 kindergarteners during 1998-1999, who 

were followed until their eighth-grade year.  The results of the longitudinal study found that 

television-viewing is a factor that affects children’s success in improving dietary behaviors 

(Chen & Wang).  It found that television-viewing hours were significantly correlated with lower 

fruit and vegetable consumption among White girls, and that girls’ fruit and vegetable 

consumption was more likely to be negatively influenced by television than boys (Chen & 

Wang).   

Researchers analyzed a national cross-sectional study to examine sociodemographic and 

behavioral factors associated with children, ages 6 to 17, who exceed the American Academy of 

Pediatrics (AAP) screen time recommendations during weekdays (Wethington, Pan, Sherry, 

2013).  The AAP recommends that children over 2 years of age spend no more than 2 hours each 

day with screens, and that parents do not place a television in a child’s bedroom (Wethington et 
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al.).  Among 12 to 17-year olds, the study found that exceeding screen time recommendations 

and having a television in the bedroom were each associated with obesity, and that the 

combination of both was the strongest predictor of obesity (Wethington et al.).  The study 

indicated that for the 6 to 11-year olds, race/ethnicity and the federal poverty level were 

significantly correlated with exceeding AAP screen time recommendations (Wethington et al.).  

In addition, the study found that Black children were more likely to engage in more screen time, 

compared to White children.  Black males and females were twice more likely to exceed screen 

time recommendations than White females (Wethington et al.).   

To analyze the trends of geographically-based food and beverage product commercials 

seen by children and adolescents, Powell, Wada, and Kumanyika (2014) connected Nielsen 

“designated market areas” (DMAs) spot television ratings data for children aged 2-11 and 

adolescents aged 12-17 to DMA-level Census data on racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic status 

characteristics from 2003-2007.  They assessed children’s and adolescent’s exposure to food 

commercials according to the racial/ethnic background and median household income of the 

DMAs.  They tested whether estimated exposure was significantly higher for unhealthy product 

categories compared to healthier counterpart categories, including whether the estimated 

association with a higher portion of Black children and adolescents, or lower median household 

income in DMAs, was significantly higher for fast-food restaurants versus full-service 

restaurants, regular soda versus diet soda, etc.   

The study by Powell, Wada, and Kumanyika (2014) found that children’s and 

adolescents’ exposure to food and beverage advertisements was significantly higher in DMAs 

with a higher percentage of Black children and adolescents, and significantly lower in DMAs 

with higher median household incomes.  A 10% increase in the proportion of Black children and 
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adolescents was associated with 16.4% and 14.2% higher respective exposure to food-related 

advertisements (Powell et al., p. 127).  With each $1,000 increase in the median household 

income in the DMAs was associated with 0.7 and 1.2 fewer food advertisements per week 

(Powell et al., p. 126).  This finding indicated that a 10% increase in local median household 

income correlated with a 17.4% and 18.3% reduction in food-related advertisements seen by 

children and adolescents, respectively (Powell et al., p. 126). More frequent exposure to 

unhealthy foods and beverages may contribute to the high rates of obesity in Black communities.    

Location of outdoor advertisements.  Researchers studied whether Blacks, Latinos, and 

people living in low-income neighborhoods are disproportionately exposed to outdoor 

advertisements for unhealthy foods and beverages and for sedentary entertainment and 

transportation, and underexposed to advertising for healthy foods and beverages and services for 

physical activities (Yancey, Cole, Brown, Williams, Hillier, Kline, Ashe, Grier, Backman, 

McCarthy, 2009).  A highlight of this study researched how commercial media messages affect 

physical activity.  The researchers explain that previous studies found a high density of 

billboards decreases a neighborhood’s walkability, which is more likely vital to many low-

income communities that often have fewer leisure recreational facilities than other communities.  

The researchers used GPS receivers and digital cameras to create a record of outdoor advertising 

in certain zip codes that how the contrasts of interest by race/ethnicity and household income.   

This study of outdoor advertisements showed sizeable differences based on zip code income 

categories; low-income areas had twice as many advertisements as high-income areas and three 

times more outdoor advertising sheet space (Yancey et al.).  The density of outdoor advertising 

was two to four times higher in low-income areas compared to high-income areas.  The density 
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also varied by ethnicity; zip codes with large Black populations had the highest advertising 

densities, and white zip codes had the lowest (Yancey et al.).  

The results of the study of outdoor advertisements showed interesting findings for 

advertising related to sedentary behaviors and physical activities.  The advertisements for 

sedentary behaviors included those for screen entertainment (e.g. movies, television shows, and 

video games) and cars.  These advertisements were most common in the low-income Latino and 

low-income White neighborhoods.  While there were some differences among the three studied 

ethnicities, the significant contrasts were by income.  The study found no significant differences 

within the zip codes for advertisements related to physical activity (e.g. gym memberships and 

advertisements that show physical activity as a theme to market a product) (Yancey et al., 2009).  

This study of outdoor advertisements seems to demonstrate that living in an upper-

income neighborhood, regardless of ethnicity, is a general safeguard against exposure to 

unhealthy food and activity advertisements.  However, this study also indicates that while there 

were less outdoor advertisements in the upper-income Black neighborhoods, it was similar to 

levels in low-income White and Latino neighborhoods, which likely indicates a disparity 

(Yancey et al., 2009).   

Content Analysis of Food and Beverage Advertisements  

 Media literacy.  In his book on media literacy, W. James Potter defines media literacy as 

the set of perspectives that people actively use to expose themselves to the media to interpret the 

meaning of its messages (Kean, Prividera, Boyce, & Curry, 2012).  Potter claims that if one is 

more media literate, he or she is more prepared to analyze multiple media messages and compare 

them to his or her existing knowledge to form an opinion of those messages.  Media literacy 

encourages people to critically analyze media information to actively choose among various 
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information, and not passively receive the media content being offered (Šramová, 2014).  

Children have low levels of media literacy due to their progressing cognitive development 

(Šramová).  During the 1970s, a public interest organization, Action for Children’s Television, 

criticized television networks for failing to provide educational programming to children who are 

too young to recognize and defend against media persuasion (Linn & Novosat, 2008).  Preliterate 

children are primarily visual learners and are attracted to visual media, and food commercials 

can influence children’s food preferences because they are less likely to understand the 

persuasive intent of food marketing (Nicklas, Tsuei Goh, Goodell, Acuff, Reiher, Buday, & 

Ottenbacher, 2011).   

Researchers studied this concept in an exploratory study with a group of 183 children, 

ages 3 to 6, to test the feasibility of using commercials for healthy food to positively influence 

fruit and vegetable preferences of low-income, minority preschool children (Nicklas et al., 2011).  

The study was conducted in two phases, first to develop commercials that promote fruits and 

vegetables, and then to analyze its effects on children’s food preferences.  The intervention 

group, with 106 children, received a pretest for fruit and vegetable preferences, then they were 

exposed the two commercials twice, and received a posttest for preferences for the same foods.  

There was a significantly higher preference for the targeted vegetables broccoli and carrots in the 

intervention group, when compared to the control group.  There was no significant difference in 

fruit preferences, which could be attributed to a “ceiling effect” from the high preference for fruit 

in this age group (Nicklas et al., p. 39).  The results supported the intervention’s goal to motivate 

and persuade the children to make healthy food choices by incorporating characteristics that 

resonate with them.  
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The results of this exploratory study can be expanded to demonstrate how food 

commercials influence children to make unhealthy food choices.  Many food commercials show 

children having fun while consuming unhealthy snacks, a cartoon character with a catchy phrase 

(e.g. Tony the Tiger and the “They’re great!” slogan), and bright or flashy colors.  Since the 

intervention commercials from this study correlated to an increase in fruits and vegetables 

preferences, it could indicate that commercials with similar characteristics can persuade children 

to consume unhealthy foods.  

 Cultural-specific contexts.  Williams, Crockett, Harrison, and Thomas (2012) explain 

that the operational view of culture considers it a “set of tools in a toolkit” that consists of 

different things one may think, feel, or do (p. 383).  Food cultures are symbols that people 

establish, maintain, and reinforce their cultural, ethnic, and identities.  People attach cultural 

symbolism to specific foods, food manufacturers and preparation techniques, and to eating 

patterns.  Many African-American soul food dishes symbolize the history of slavery and the 

limited food options available to them, which plays a significant role in many Black families’ 

cultural identities.  Targeted marketing involves using culturally-relevant content in media 

messages, such as ethnic symbols, linguistic patterns, and music to link cultural values, beliefs, 

and norms with products (Williams et al.).  For example, PepsiCo uses Black musicians and 

athletes who have crossover appeal, including Beyoncé, Usher, and Janelle Monaé.  In addition, 

Gatorade often features Black athletes, including Kevin Durant and Dwayne Wade, in its 

television advertisements.  Featuring prominent Black celebrities is an example of including 

culturally-relevant images or information in food and beverage advertisements for Black children 

and adolescents. 
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 Grier and Kumanyika (2008) conducted a literature review of studies that compared food 

and beverage marketing to Blacks versus Whites.  Results indicated that children’s food 

advertisements featuring Black characters were more likely to promote convenience, fast foods, 

and lunch foods, and less likely to depict eating as an activity requiring adult supervision (e.g. 

children were often shown eating alone).  They also found that prime time television shows and 

children’s advertisements were more likely to feature Black people in food advertisements, 

especially for low-cost, low-nutrition foods and beverages, than for other types of products.  An 

interesting finding from their study is that Black actors were more likely to star in food 

advertisements (61.1%) than in toy advertisements (17.6%), as compared to White actors in food 

advertisements (46.2%) and toy advertisements (33.2%) (Grier & Kumanyika, 2008, p. 1623).  

Also, advertisements with Black actors or characters were more likely to include overweight 

characters, and less likely to include adults.  One study in Grier’s and Kumanyika’s literature 

review analyzed 112 fast food product advertisements and found that people of color had 

primary roles in 42.8% of the analyzed advertisements (p. 1623).  In comparison, White actors 

and characters had primary roles in advertisements for other products, including non-fast food, 

household products, and cars.  Lastly, the results indicated in food advertisements, White actors 

were shown preparing foods or having homemade meals, and people of color were usually 

shown consuming fast food or convenience food.  These studies demonstrate the different 

cultural contexts of targeted marketing and its connection to disparate obesity rates. 

 Messaging and product types.  There are wide variations in the types of products and 

messages in food and beverage advertisements marketed to Black people compared to the 

general market.  Grier and Kumanyika (2008) indicated that packaged-food advertisements on 

Black shows were more likely to be for candy, soda, meat, and eggs, compared to more 
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advertisements for breads, cereals, grains, pasta, produce, and desserts during general market 

programming.  They also found that positive nutrition and weight loss messages, such as “lite” or 

lean claims, were less frequent in Black magazines (Grier & Kumanyika, pp. 1619-1622).  The 

Rudd Center’s report states that candy and gum/mint brands disproportionately target their 

advertising campaigns to Black consumers (Harris et al., 2015).  It found that candy brands 

represented 9.4% of all television advertising spending for food brands, but contributed to 18.3% 

of the spending on Black media (Harris et al., p. 5).   

 Researchers Batada, Seitz, Wootan, and Story (2008) studied 27.5 hours of children’s 

Saturday morning television shows, which contained 4.08 hours of advertising.  They found that 

out of 572 advertisements, 281 (49%) were for food or beverages (Batada et al., p. 676).  

McDonald’s and Burger King restaurants, and Skittles Smoothie Mix candy were the individual 

products advertised most frequently.  Their results also showed that 91% of the foods advertised 

were high in fat, added sugars, or sodium, or were low in nutrients (Batada et al., p. 676).  To 

market their products, most of the advertisements featured movie, cartoon, animated, or 

costumed characters, giveaways, use of websites/email, and animation.   

Emotional contexts were also common in the study, such as fun or being hip or cool, in 

the food advertisements (Batada et al., 2008).  Eighty-six percent of advertisements had an 

emotional context; of those advertisements, 5% had explicit emotional messages, 62% had 

implicit messages, and 32% featured both types (Batada et al., p. 677).  There is a compelling 

connection between emotional contexts in advertisements and the Black community.  In 2010, 

McDonald’s U.S. chief marketing officer, Neil Golden, said “The ethnic consumer tends to set 

trends, so they help set the tone for how we enter the marketplace” (Helm, 2010, p. 22).  Thus, 
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what is fun, hip, or cool may be based on the preferences of Black consumers, which creates a 

cultural context for Black children.   

Discussion 

Targeted marketing exposes Black children and adolescents to more advertisements for 

unhealthy food and beverages, compared to the general population.  Targeted marketing uses 

children’s interests (e.g. bright colors, cartoon characters, etc.), culturally-relevant symbols, and 

ethnic programming to advertise to a specific group or demographic.  It began as the food and 

beverage industry’s response to the increased buying power of Black consumers, but now many 

Black children and youths are paying the price of these marketing tactics.  All of the studies 

discussed in this literature review found a direct correlation to targeted unhealthy food and 

beverage advertisements and the obesity rates in the Black community. 

Several of the studies found that Black children and adolescents were exposed to more 

advertisements for unhealthy foods and beverages than their peers in other races/ethnicities.  This 

was demonstrated in company spending, as many companies spent a significant portion of their 

advertising budget on marketing to Black consumers specifically.  It was also found in the mere 

frequency of advertisements that aired during popular television-viewing times, such as Saturday 

morning cartoons and primetime Black programs.  The results can be generalized to connect the 

exposure frequency to the finding that Black children and youth often watch more television than 

their White counterparts.  The correlation indicates that the exposure is higher for Black children 

and youth because companies target them since they watch more television or because of the 

demographics’ increased buying power.  The research also indicated a socioeconomic link to the 

frequency of unhealthy food and beverage advertisements on television and in the community, 

such as billboards and other outdoor advertisements.  Low-income communities often had more 
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exposure to these advertisements than more affluent neighborhoods, and Black middle-class 

families experienced the same amount of advertising as White low-income families.  Black 

children and youth may experience an increased exposure to targeted marketing due to their race, 

as well as their family’s socioeconomic status. 

Although the research illustrates the effects of targeted marketing, they are not without 

limitations.  Several studies tested relatively small sample populations of Black children and 

adolescents, and they often focused on small urban communities.  This limited the findings 

because the researchers worked with a small subset of this demographic to generalize the results 

for the entire population.  However, small sample sizes may have been necessary for more in-

depth studies, such as the Nicklas et al. (2011) study that created a commercial with input from 

parents and public health experts.  Additionally, many of the studies did not explore the effects 

of targeted marketing on Black youth in different social classes, as they primarily focused on 

low-income families and communities.  Expanding the research to different social classes may 

illustrate a more direct link to race and targeted marketing, or it could show that the effects differ 

across income levels.  Researchers can resolve these limitations through future research studies 

and policy changes.   

The results indicate concepts for future research and new solutions.  Future research 

should study how Black parents’ media literacy skills affect their children, and if their children 

are more likely to be obese or overweight.  Research should also do a more in-depth study of 

targeted marketing in middle-class Black families, since they hold an interesting position in 

society.  Although they are still susceptible to targeted marketing due to their race, does their 

socioeconomic status offer some form of protection from its effects?  Or is race a more 
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significant factor in targeted marketing strategies?  These questions present an opportunity for 

more in-depth research of the correlation between race, social class, and obesity.  

There are several potential interventions that can benefit from these findings.  Although it 

may be difficult to ban targeted marketing due to constitutional rights, policy makers could offer 

tax credits or other incentives when companies advertise healthy, or more nutritious, foods and 

beverages to Black communities.  Since many companies spend a significant portion of their 

budget on this demographic, offering financial incentives could encourage them to change their 

marketing tactics.  Next, teaching parents about media literacy and how to analyze marketing 

messages could help them understand the underlying information that their children receive from 

advertisements.  For example, parents could become more aware of the language that companies 

use, such as phrases that indicate the food or beverage is part of a complete breakfast, or that 

something is packed with fiber or protein.  This would help parents make more informed choices 

about food products and it would allow them to teach their children about media literacy.  Lastly, 

campaigns that promote outdoor physical activity and less time watching television could help 

decrease the demographics’ attractiveness to the companies.  There would be less of a demand 

for targeted marketing because less people would see the advertisements.  These are only a few 

of the potential strategies that could address the issue of targeted marketing to Black children and 

adolescents, but they may offer a starting point for change. 

Potential Theoretical Implications 

 There are several theories that could lead to potential solutions that prevent the 

undesirable effects of targeted marketing to Black children.  First, Albert Bandura (2002) 

explains that the social cognitive theory addresses human behavior in cultural contexts.  Social 

cognitive theory includes three modes of agency: direct personal agency, proxy agency that relies 
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on others to act on one’s demand to achieve desired outcomes, and collective agency used in 

group action (Bandura).  In direct personal agency, people influence their lives and their 

environment directly.  Proxy agency occurs when people do not have direct control over the 

conditions that affect their daily lives, thus they seek their desired outcomes through others.  

Collective agency happens when people combine their knowledge, skills, and resources to 

achieve what they cannot accomplish on their own.   

Next, Bandura (2002) describes the Threefold Stepwise Implementation Model as an 

approach to tailor people’s self-management capabilities and motivations to achieve desired 

changes, which builds on the foundations of the social cognitive theory.  The first level of the 

model is for people with a high sense of efficacy and positive outcome expectations for behavior 

change who can succeed with minimal guidance.  The second level is for people who have self-

doubts about their efficacy and the benefits of their efforts.  Although they make some effort to 

change, they are quick to give up when they face obstacles, thus they need interactive support 

and guidance through tailored print messages or telephone consultations.  Lastly, people at the 

third level believe their health habits are beyond their control.  They need a significant amount of 

support and guidance in a structured program that builds progressive successes to build their 

belief in their abilities to control their habits and persevere through obstacles.  The stepwise 

model can be tailored to the participant’s readiness to change.   

Lastly, social innovation is defined as the process of applying innovation to meet social 

and environmental needs through business actions (Salim Saji & Ellingstad, 2016).  It needs to 

include compassion for the participants and a passion for the innovative concept.  Salim Saji and 

Ellingstad describe a model for social innovation that identifies a social issue, and then develops 

a compassionate team with an action plan.  Next, the team will partner with a governmental 
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agency or a private company to explore ways to solve the social issue through the company’s 

resources.  These core concepts can help create an innovative program that is tailored to its 

participants and their personal motivations to help change health habits and behaviors.     

Conclusion 

 The goal of this literature review is to address the question: how does targeted marketing 

for unhealthy food and beverages affect the rates of obesity in Black children and adolescents?  

A relationship between targeted marketing and obesity rates exists for Black children and 

adolescents.  The results of the literature review indicate the high frequency of exposure to 

unhealthy food and beverage advertisements, the culturally-relevant contexts, and the targeted 

messages present a complex barrier to decrease obesity in the Black community.  Black children 

and youth are bombarded with messages about what to eat with flashy imagery, such as Hip-Hop 

music and Black athletes, and unclear messages about the product’s nutritional value.  Without 

innovative and grassroots strategies, policy makers and public health professionals will have a 

difficult time helping communities overcome the health disparities that exist for obesity in 

America.   
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