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Development of a Public Health Policy
A Policy to Eliminate Advertisement for Foods High in Salt, Sugar and Saturated Fats on Social Media.

Executive Summary 
Statistics of global obesity are over 680 million and finding ways to decrease this is important for overall longevity for humans worldwide moving forward (Ng, 2014). Policies such as a policy included in the Transport for London network have shown effective results in reducing obesity in the United Kingdom through restricting food advertisement including food high in fat, salt and sugar (Wise, 2022). A policy to restrict all ‘junk’ food adverts online could help lower obesity levels in the United Kingdom and the rest of the world. The NHS have already set out a ban legislation which will stand for no junk food ads to be shown on television after 9pm in hopes to “give every child the best and healthiest start to life” (NHS, 2024). This is estimated to decrease consumption of 7.2 billion calories per year according to the NHS (2024). Social media use is prevalent amongst this age range averaging at 1-3 hours per day suggesting that social media could also have similar effects on eating habits when compared to television (Scott, 2019). Coates (2019) published information to support that diets of children can be affected by what they see online with calories increasing along with their intake of unhealthy snacks because of watching unhealthy food on social media. In order to work against this, a policy eliminating all unhealthy food advertisement on social media may help decrease childhood obesity rates.

Introduction 
With the statistics of childhood obesity being as common as they are in the United Kingdom estimating a total of over 2 billion worldwide being overweight (680 million of those obese), implementing a policy to restrict the advertisement for ‘junk’ food may be effective in decreasing childhood obesity in the UK (Ng, 2014). According to an article by Wise (2022), already existing restrictions of the advertising of high fat, salt and sugar products across the Transport for London network in 2019, have estimated by researchers to have caused 94, 867 fewer cases of obesity than expected (4.8% decrease. Ofcom (2020) states that 71% of children aged 12-15 years of age in the United Kingdom have surveyed that they have a social media profile therefore, due to increasing rate of children and young adults consuming screen time on phones social media, banning junk food adverts on these devices may be even more effective.
The NHS (2024) have set out a ban legislation in late 2024 which is set to take place in October of 2025. This will consist of junk food ads only being shown after 9pm on television and it is hoped to support the pledge to give “every child the best and healthiest start to life” (NHS, 2024). The NHS (2024) expect a decreased consumption of 7.2 billion calories per year, further preventing approximately 20,000 cases of childhood obesity in the United Kingdom. A cross-sectional study conducted by Théodore (2021) explains the concern for children and adolescence in Mexico due to their vulnerability to unhealthy food adverts on social media which include digital marketing, persuasive design and sponsored content (Theodore, 2021). An article by Sacks (2020) highlights the ineffectiveness of advertising policies for the 16 largest social media platforms when protecting children and adolescents from exposure to digital marketing of unhealthy food. Judging the effectiveness of past similar policies and the high expectations for the NHS policy, a policy where harmful social media advertisement is banned across all social media will be effective in theory. 

Epidemiology
In order to resolve the childhood obesity epidemic, it is important to understand how and why this is a problem. In a British randomised trial by Coates (2019), they included a total of 176 children aged 9-11. The trial consisted of exposing the kids to different well-known influencers on Instagram, some with unhealthy snacks and some with healthy snacks and then recorded their food intake (Coates, 2019). Results showed that the children who viewed influencers with unhealthy snacks had increased their overall increased calorie intake (448.3 kcals) and significantly increased their intake of unhealthy snacks in particular (Coates, 2019). This is compared to the group of children that viewed influencers with non-food products which was 357.1kcals and 292.2 kcals (Coates, 2019). Over a long-term period, these habits may increase BMI, possibly resulting in obesity and other obesity related diseases. A systematic review of 13 experimental food-intake-studies analysed the association between food advertisement and food intake from years 2014 – 2021 on a total of 1303 participants (Arrona-Cardoza, 2023). One intervention that was included in the review was a study by Norman (2018) saw similar results to Coates as they saw an increase in overall calorie intake after watching an advert on a phone involving food. Results found that they ate more at snack time but did not compensate at lunch time, increasing their overall intake by 194 kj (Norman, 2018). This intervention included 160 children aged between 7 and 12 years of age in New South Wales, Australia between 2016-2017 (Norman, 2018). Another study by Kearny (2020) includes similar outcomes with an overall increase of calories and sugar intake in children who watched a 2 minute advertisement on food embedded in an episode of cartoons. This study included 101 participants with a mean age of 9.86 (boys and girls) and was conducted in the United Kingdom (Kearny, 2020).
Social media use is prevalent amongst this age range averaging at 1-3 hours per day (Scott, 2019). A cross-sectional study which analyses findings from the UK millennium cohort study found this information with 31.6% of 11, 872 participants ages 13-15 using social media sites for 1-3 hours per day (Scott, 2019). Although policies have been set for Television advertisements, with the rise of social media, many children may use social media and phones/ tablets as their main source of entertainment over television. Major social media platforms do not have policies to restrict the marketing of unhealthy foods on their platform and this could be considered a risk factors for unhealthy behaviours and obesity (Sacks, 2020). Companies have found to use a diverse range of persuasive techniques to advertise by combining promotional characters (79.1%), incentives (65.1%) and digital techniques (78.3%) according to Theodore (2021). Theodore (2021) also found that products with excess critical nutrients were most frequently advertised indicating that fast food and unhealthy food advertisement is common.
Lobstein (2005) investigates the direct correlation between data on food advertisement on television frequency and childhood obesity prevalence. They found a significant correlation between the frequency of food television advertisement of unhealthy foods and obesity prevalence as a result (Lobstein, 2005). A systematic review explores the correlation between ultra processed foods and obesity and 14 of 17 showed an increase in obesity while ultra processed foods increased (Petridi, 2023). This shows that ultra- processed foods or ‘junk foods’ are directly correlated to obesity development or BMI increase and eliminating junk food adverts may decrease obesity.

Recommendations 
Attainability
It is hoped that this policy will emphasize a healthy diet and decrease childhood obesity. The aim is to eliminate all unhealthy food advertisement including social media advertisement. Due to already existing policies in the United Kingdom and statistics to show their efficacy, this policy could be attainable. On the other hand, economic reasons could have a significant impact on the efficacy of the policy. Advertisement is a crucial part for sales within companies for unhealthy foods and drinks like ‘Coca-Cola’, ‘McDonalds’ and ‘Cadbury’s’, and this may be a significant barrier for this policy. Aspects surrounding brand-marketing may have a negative impact on attainability for this policy, this includes brand marketing, sponsorships and influencer deals. 

Timeframe
A time frame for overall obesity reduction may take an extended period of time. Short-term results may indicate changes in behaviour such as eating habits and fast-food/ unhealthy food purchase habits. Medium-term results could show some minor BMI improvements for example, especially in intervention groups. A long-term timeframe could have major impacts on sustained obesity reduction in the United Kingdom as a whole, therefore showing the true impacts of the policy. Because of this, a long-term timeframe would be most useful for this policy in order to measure achievement properly. A long term timeframe will be needed also because obesity reduction aligns with the main aim for the policy. 

Sustainability
The sustainability of this policy could be discussed as it could have contrasting outcomes due to the nature of the policy. Although it could be sustainable, brands will be missing out on advertisement which could impact their businesses, and this could affect the longevity of the policy as a result of businesses pushing for the policy to be reversed or weakened. On the other hand, strengths for the sustainability of the brand consist of firstly, a strong public justification, along with public support, meaning that many could agree that child obesity is an issue. This is a large reason as to why this policy could be sustainable because many parents and people in general understand the harmful effects of these foods. Another reason why this policy could be sustainable could be judged off of already existing digital enforcement tools and their sustainability also. 

Measuring achievement 
Measuring achievement will firstly consist of measuring overall intake of fast food and ‘junk’ food, this could indicate a direct correlation with the results of the policy. This could be a more credible way of measuring achievement more so than overall calorie intake because it’s these particular products that will be banned for advertisement. This could be measured through the sales of these companies firstly although results could be impacted by other external aspects. Another way to measure achievement would be through the statistics for childhood obesity. This is the policy’s main aim therefore this could be a useful way to measure success, along with the fact that other policies that are similar have used the same tool to measure their success. 


Aims and Objectives for this Policy
Aim: The aim for this policy is to protect children and adolescents from advertisement that may be harmful for their health. 
Objective: Eliminate the exposure that children have of high fat, salt and sugar products adverts on social media platforms and screens.
· This will help decrease misleading nutritional messages on adverts that children may absorb and learn to incorporate into their diets.
· It is hoped that this will also help to decrease likelihood of children and adolescents eating junk food which may lead to short- and long-term health complications such as obesity and other diseases.
· In turn, an increased intake of food with nutritional value may occur, which may even have inverse effects on their health and increase longevity.
· Children and adolescents may develop better nutritional education which they can implement into their lifestyle.
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