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FOREWORD

We write this paper as professionals at the Advertising Association, on behalf of advertisers, 
agencies and the commercial media. We will provide a great deal of high quality evidence, 
analysis, and due consideration of a sensitive and complex topic. Much of the paper will be 
given to data, statistics, research findings, regulatory extracts and other somewhat “dry” 
material. Much of the paper will also seem by its very nature defensive: we are charged with 
making our case in the context of some aggressive political sabre-rattling (“we will crack 
down on.....” etc.). Our response is rational, clear and robust: children are well-protected 
and rightly so. We are as mindful of our responsibilities as we are of our rights.

We also write as citizens and – above all – parents. Amidst all the rational defence, 
we have an emotional and positive case to make. No advertiser or agency deliberately takes 
advantage of children. On a cynical level, there’s nothing in it for them; children don’t tend 
to hold the purse strings, and the furore in the event of being found out simply isn’t worth 
it –  ask anyone who has had to endure the ASA’s processes. But on a more positive level, 
people at advertisers and agencies are just that – people, human beings, often with their 
own children. They are not saints; they are competitive in competitive markets, they will 
drive a hard bargain, seek to extend a margin, try to get ahead of their colleagues, but 
we will flatly state again they do not deliberately exploit children for the purpose of 
commercial gain or for any other purpose.

“Commercialisation of children” is 
a difficult, loaded expression. It is 
parked on our lawn as a political tank 
and we duly respond with our own 
arsenal of facts and counter-arguments. 
In doing so, we together miss a crucial 
point. Part – a big part – of the joy and 
challenge of childhood is our encounter with the 
“commercial world”. That world is actually a world 
of magic, fun, imagination, discovery, self-expression, 
drama, dexterity, creativity, joy, learning, growing, and 
sheer unadulterated pleasure for billions of children 
everywhere in every circumstance. Toys and games, 
telly and films, sweets and ices, computers and 
comics, holidays and adventures, piggy banks and 
pop-up books, are woven inextricably into our 
happiest childhood memories. 

Until we are adult and powerful. Then we call this 
magical time “the commercialisation of children.”
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PARENTS, CHILDREN AND THE COMMERCIAL WORLD:  
FACTS, ISSUES, AND SOLUTIONS

Preamble

In compiling this response to the Bailey review, the Advertising Association approached a 
wide range of industry stakeholders; advertisers, advertising agencies, media owners, 
research companies, law firms and trade associations.

We have also drawn from both the considerable body of existing research in this area and 
new research specially commissioned by Credos, the industry-funded, independently-
governed think-tank, to establish how parents and children really feel about advertising and 
marketing promotions, and whether they have good cause to feel this way.

We have re-visited the wealth of existing regulation in this area in the light of what the 
research has told us.

The Advertising Association has also carried out its own analysis of accepted industry data 
to set out the realities of what children see and experience and how advertisers behave 
towards them.  

As a result of this research and analysis, as well as discussions with industry, we have 
established an evidence-based understanding of the children’s commercial communications 
market. We go on to propose some areas where the advertising and promotions industry can 
do more to allay concerns.

Our findings:
i)	 Parents have a measure of concern about the impact of advertising and marketing on 

children. However, other issues that affect their own and their children’s lives are higher 
priorities for parents.

ii)	 The source of their concern is not in fact marketing and advertising per se, though some 
aspects of that are accurately identified, but more that they feel they cannot control 
everything their children see and do. 

iii)	 Most advertising and promotions are aimed at adults, not children, and children’s 
exposure to commercial messaging targeted at them is considerably less than is 
popularly imagined.

iv)	 There is no evidence that children’s social values and wellbeing are being adversely 
affected by “commercialisation”. These have not fundamentally changed in fifteen years.

“… parents are concerned that children today are under pressure to grow up too quickly. 
I would… like this review to examine the evidence and ascertain the extent to which 
excessive commercialism and premature sexualisation impact on children and young 
people and to make recommendations based on that evidence.

…our review will be a first step in fulfilling the commitment to… crack down on 
irresponsible advertising and marketing, especially to children”.

Letter from Sarah Teather MP to Reg Bailey, 6 December 2010



PARENTS, CHILDREN AND THE COMMERCIAL WORLD: Facts, issues and solutions 9

Section 1:  Introduction

1.1	 What is the Advertising Association?
The Advertising Association represents the collective interests of the tripartite of the 
advertising and promotions industry: the advertisers, agencies and media owners. We 
support the freedom to advertise, but to advertise responsibly, in accordance with the Codes 
of Advertising Practice enforced by the Advertising Standards Authority, the ASA.

1.2	 What is Credos?
Credos is the advertising industry’s new think-tank, created by the Advertising Association in 
early 2010.  Its aim is better to understand advertising in the UK: its role, how it works, how 
it is perceived, and its value to UK society, culture and the British economy.  Credos is funded 
by the advertising industry and overseen by an independent advisory board that assures the 
quality and objectivity of its work.

1.3	 Why does advertising matter?
Advertising is important. It plays a crucial role in brand competition, drives product 
innovation and fuels economic growth. It also provides revenues to fund a diverse and 
pluralistic media enjoyed by children and young people. 

There are a number of dedicated children’s media providers, and much content 
specifically  for a younger audience. These companies employ a substantial number of 
people and contribute to economic growth and each benefit from the freedom to advertise to 
children responsibly. 

Any reductions in advertising through new restrictions have direct impacts on programming 
and editorial, and can therefore drive up subscription costs, be detrimental to competition, 
and put the UK at a disadvantage to the US, Canada and the emerging markets.

The Advertising Association believes that brands should communicate with children, and 
treat them with respect. Without this, children would be exposed to more advertisements 
designed for adults and advertisers would miss an opportunity to build a relationship with 
the next generation of consumers. Children would still want good content and will search for 
it elsewhere. The funding gap could be filled by foreign operators out of UK jurisdiction, or 
advertisers without a commitment to responsible communications.  

1.4	 Is the industry responsible as regards children?
The industry acts in accordance with the advertising (CAP and BCAP) codes. The industry 
is highly regulated, see section 4, and compliance levels are high. The public has an easy 
and well-known route of recourse through the consumer-facing Advertising Standards 
Authority (ASA).

1.5	 Is the public concerned about advertising to children?
In research surveys about public attitudes to advertising, people do not spontaneously raise 
concerns about advertising to children unless they are prompted to think about it. Nor do 
complaints to the ASA reflect high levels of general public concern about advertising to 
children, though specific ads are complained about, either because they are considered 
misleading, or because the complainant believes they might have an effect on children.



PARENTS, CHILDREN AND THE COMMERCIAL WORLD: Facts, issues and solutions 11

1 The primary factors 
thought to be causing 
‘commercialisation’ were 
TV programmes (35%), 
role models and celebrity 
culture (34%), advertising 
and marketing (32%) and the 
influence of friends (30%). Role 
models and celebrity culture is 
seen as the primary cause of 
‘premature sexualisation’ by 
44% of parents.
2 Prior to being shown the 
advertising rules, half of 
parents in the survey felt the 
amount of regulation was 
about right, while 5% thought 
there was too much, and 43% 
not enough.
3 After prompting with a list of 
the rules, those thinking the 
amount of regulation was about 
right increased from 50% to 
59%, while the proportion saying 
there was not enough decreased 
from 43% to 37%. Around 19% 
of those who were worried 
about commercialisation to 
a great degree changed their 
views from feeling there was not 
enough regulation to feeling the 
amount of regulation was about 
right (28% pre to 47% post).

Section 2:  Do parents really have concerns about the commercial 
world, and why?  Summary of research findings from reports 
commissioned by Credos

Parents’ concerns about their children mainly focus on the issues that would affect their 
future, many of which are removed from issues of advertising and marketing. They are 
primarily focused on the pragmatic business of ensuring their children grow up reasonably 
happy, reasonably successful, fit and healthy.

2.1	 Hierarchy of parents’ concerns
The primary concern that parents have for their children is education (70% concerned). 
This is closely followed by a range of issues, namely, drugs (66%), fears for their future (65%), 
road safety (65%), and ‘stranger danger’ (65%).

“Premature sexualisation” features half-way down the list of the 14 ‘most concerning’ issues, 
ranking seventh (57%). Advertising and marketing – a catch-all term that is wider than this 
paper’s brief – features in the bottom third of the list with 43% feeling it is a concern.

2.2	 Who do they blame for “commercialisation” of children?
Parents do not appear to blame advertising or marketing per se for their concerns about 
the effects of “commercialisation” on their children; though they are concerned about the 
world in which their children are growing up. They are also concerned about the amount of 
exposure their children have from a young age to adult content of various kinds1.

Parents feel fairly helpless to stop this, though most appear to recognise and acknowledge 
that it is their duty and responsibility to protect young children from unsuitable content, and 
to explain and interpret the messages their children receive. 

2.3	 What do they think of advertising regulation?
There is a strong assumption that advertising to children is well regulated, and that 
advertising is fairly mild and reflects society2. When shown a summary of the advertising 
rules, there is a significant shift in the percentage of parents thinking the amount of 
regulation was about right3. They are not always sure which body would be responsible, if 
they wish to complain about an advertisement. 

2.4	 What about advertising concerns parents?
When asked about examples of advertising that are of concern, parents were evenly split, 
with 44% citing a particular concern, and 41% citing no specific concern. Toys and games 
advertisements were mentioned by 7%, and a range of other issues including food ads (4%), 
clothing and fashion ads (4%), and computer games, consoles (4%).

2.5	 “Brand Ambassadors”
Parents’ views are split over the concept of incentivising children to promote a brand to their 
friends by word of mouth – “brand ambassadors”. Some think it is beneficial as children will 
be able to earn pocket money. Some think there is an issue with celebrities being “brand 
ambassadors”. In section 5.1, we look at the extent and ethics of this practice.
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4 Clarke, B., Literature review 
on ‘Understanding Child 
Development and the Effects of 
Advertising on Children, 2011 
(commissioned by Credos)
5 Chris Baker is a Partner of 
Bacon Strategy Research and 
is a full member of the Market 
Research Society

13

Section 3:  Are parents’ concerns justified?

3.1	 How are children interacting with the commercial world?
Children interact with, and participate in, the commercial world at many different levels:

•	 	 They see some advertising that is targeted at them, and are exposed to a lot more that is not.

•	 	 They use commercial products, although they generally do not make the decision to purchase.

•	 	 They also use, see, hear, read and look at media with commercial content in a number 
of different forms, including, for example, advertising, product placement, games, or 
licensed characters with merchandising spin-offs. 

Each of these is part of a much bigger picture. In this paper, we focus primarily on the 
aspects relating to advertising, promotions and marketing communications.

3.2	  When do children begin to understand the selling message of ads?
Children can recognise advertising at an early age. Many academics have researched 
this. There are various stages of understanding. The findings from the literature review4 
commissioned from Dr Barbie Clarke by Credos in 2011 indicate that children can recognise 
advertising at an early age (4 or 5), though they are unable to make judgements about 
advertising and marketing until they reach middle childhood (8-12), and it is not until 
they reach adolescence, that is 12 plus, that they are able fully to understand about the 
commercial intent of advertising.

Dr Clarke asserts that the nature of digital media means that children are interacting with 
brands at a deeper level, entering an undoubtedly entertaining but nevertheless seductive 
world in which the product appears to ‘come alive’ and interact with the child. To view this 
interaction separately and with detachment takes, as we have seen, some sophistication and 
a level of abstract thinking that may not be available to children until adolescence. 

Her report states that children’s lives are complex and their experiences will differ according 
to the families they live in, the care they are given and the culture in which they are brought up. 
Parental and adult involvement is important. Research has shown that if parents are able to sit 
with their children and comment on the content, children gain a much better understanding of 
what they are viewing. However, many parents may not see the media messages their children 
are absorbing, and the idea that they cannot control what children see is of concern to them.

3.3	 Is children’s wellbeing affected by advertising and marketing communications?
An important priority for parents and for society is to promote health and wellbeing amongst 
children. The Bailey Review, and before it the Buckingham Review, were instigated because 
of concerns that children’s wellbeing was being adversely affected by “commercialisation”, 
of which advertising and promotions form one part.

To investigate this further, Credos asked market researcher and media planner, Chris Baker5, 
to update the trend analysis of TGI Youth data relating to children’s attitudes to life and social 
values that he had previously carried out for the Advertising Association in the context of the 
Buckingham Review in 2009.  He analysed data to Autumn 2010 with many of the measures able 
to be compared to the survey’s commencement in 1993. Youth TGI is an independent survey 
with a nationally representative sample of 6,400 7-19 year-olds each year. It is widely used by 
agencies and companies for market research purposes. 
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3.4	 Are children being “bombarded” with advertising messages?
Parents are aware that children are exposed to a large amount of advertising and marketing 
communications as they go about their daily lives.

Lots of advertising messages go unnoticed by children, and adults, for various reasons:  they 
are used to it, the product may not be of any interest, and its message, content or placement 
may not be targeted at them.

While children may see advertising of different types, only a small proportion of it is actually 
aimed at them. A much larger proportion is directed at adults where the spending power 
lies. Of course there are some products marketed at adults that do appeal to children as 
well.

Using data from Ofcom’s media literacy report and from the most authoritative industry-
recognised databases (Nielsen, TNS/BARB, UKOM), the Advertising Association analysed 
the volume and content of advertising through three specific channels popular with children 
and young people (TV, internet and mobile, games consoles).

Figure 1 is a simple depiction of how children 5-16 spend a typical day.

Fig 1, Commercial Media Clock of a school-day, ages 5-16 (self-reported).7

7 Data source: Childwise, 
The monitor report 2010-11, 
Children’s media use and 
purchasing
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11 Data obtained from TNS, 
one of the world’s leading 
market research groups –  
www.tnsglobal.com  

12 Glossary, Broadcasters’ 
Audience Research Board 
(BARB) Source: http://www.
barb.co.uk/about/glossary 

Most TV advertising children see is not targeted at them
The Advertising Association looked at TV advertising data11 for the entire month of 
October 2008, across all channels, with the intention of working out children’s exposure 
to commercial messages, and to test the hypothesis that children are not ‘over-exposed’ 
to marketing communications on television. For the purposes of the data, ‘children’ are 
classified as 4-15 years old. 

We captured the data that best represents what children ‘did’ see, rather than what they 
‘could’ see. We did so by looking at commercials aired in or around programming that 
measure above the ‘120 index’.

Put simply, the ‘120 index’ is a statistical tool which identifies TV programmes of particular 
appeal to under 16s. If the proportion of children aged 4-15 watching a programme is 
more than 20% higher than the proportion of the UK television population watching the 
programme, it receives an index of 120 or higher.

The data provides details of each advert aired in or around programming of particular appeal 
to under 16s: the advertiser, channel, product, start time and duration. It records the likely 
‘impact’ of each advert and the potential audience, known as the ‘universe’12. 

TV advertising around programmes of particular appeal to children generated 9.5m 
advertising ‘impacts’ in October 2008, and 3.9m of those impacts registered for children. 
This was out of a total universe of 56.8m, and a children’s universe of 8.7m. 

Advertisers follow audiences. The number of advertising impacts, even around ‘children’s 
programming’, is higher for adults/parents than it is for children. We will go on to show, 
in section 3.5, that advertising content reflects that finding.

Advertisers generally prefer to communicate with parents first and children second, if at all, 
because it is parents who purchase products. 

As Figure 3 shows, household equipment, appliances and stores are seen more by children 
than food, drink or retail products. This would suggest that the purchasing of advertising 
space around children’s programming and programming of particular appeal to children is 
heavily geared towards an adult audience. 

Toys and games advertising is ‘seen most’ by children
The significant majority of TV advertisements seen by children are for leisure equipment, 
largely ‘Toys and Games’. Given the high levels of TV consumption, the exposure of children 
to TV adverts for ‘Toys and Games’ is therefore the greatest degree of exposure that children 
have to commercial messaging.

Assessing the exposure of children to the most common type of advertising seen by children, 
we examine whether children are ‘over-exposed’ in the way some suggest.
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15  p.16, 18-19 (fig. 6,9-
10) Ofcom, ‘UK children’s 
media literacy’,  
March 2010. Source:  
http://tinyurl.com/4unchk2
16 UKOM data, Brand sites 
accessed by unique users in 
UK, December 2010, ages 6-11 
and 12-17
17 Read the IAB’s ‘Jargon Buster’ 
for a glossary of terms http://
www.iabuk.net/en/1/glossary.
html#aTOd 

Fig 4, Internet use and supervision.15  

The type and volume of advertising viewed by children online is dependent on the way in 
which individual children navigate the internet. It will largely be based on the websites they 
visit, but can be based on their broader browsing habits, and whether their browser profile is 
shared with others, or personal to them.

Fig 5, Top 12 most accessed brand websites by UK children, December 2010.16 

What advertising do children see on popular websites?
A typical commercial website accessed by children will be served by banner and display 
advertisements, and sponsored search17. It is also common to feature pre-loaded video 
advertisements and sponsored content. 
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20  Sony Playstation 3 (RRP 
£415.95) Little Big Planet 2 (RRP 
£51.05) Source: Game UK
21  TNS, activity – consolidated 
data, spots in October 
2008 within high indexing 
programmes
22  p.87, Buckingham, D. (2009), 
The impact of the Commercial 
World on child’s wellbeing, 
Source:  
http://tinyurl.com/4j9f5j5 
23  CBBC Adventure Rock 
‘Jump to it’ advergame, 
screenshot from 22/03/11, 
Source:  
http://tinyurl.com/4c89qa7. 

	 3.4.3  Interactive entertainment
•	 The advertising of video games is largely directed at adults.

•	 Advergames are a relatively recent development, but no different to traditional 
merchandising or sponsorship.

Games consoles form a key part of the modern commercial environment and are the third 
most popular medium for children. Video games are advertised, used as a medium through 
which to advertise, and sometimes advertising forms a key part of the games themselves.

Advertising targeted at adults
The advertising of ‘gaming’, including games consoles and video games, is fairly limited 
around children’s programming, despite the fact that children are prominent end-users. 
Computer games and consoles are relatively expensive20. Advertising spend reflects 
purchasing power, suggesting that adults are the primary target for ‘gaming’ advertisers. 

Advertisements for video games registered only 174,172 children’s impacts around high-
indexing TV programmes in October 2008, accounting for only 4.5% of advertisements, less 
than cosmetics and toiletries21. 

Advergames
Advergames were specifically referenced in the Buckingham Report, in relation to concerns 
from the National Consumer Council that they constituted a ‘stealthy technique’22. It therefore 
seems appropriate to explain how they work, and the different forms of advergame. 

Fig.7, CBBC Adventure Rock advergame.23 
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Section 4:  What regulatory protection and recourse already exists?

•		  There are extensive rules around advertising to children, strictly enforced by the ASA. 
They apply across all media.

•		  The commercial world extends beyond advertising, and different regulators are 
responsible for different parts of the commercial world.

Advertising directed at children is one of the most strictly regulated types of advertising, 
reflecting the nature of a child’s cognitive development. The CAP (non-broadcast) and BCAP 
(broadcast) codes constitute the ‘Advertising Codes’. A child is classified by the Codes as 
under the age of 16.

CAP/BCAP rules on advertising to children (abridged)

When talking to children under-16, advertisers must:

-	 Be sensitive to their age, vulnerability and lack of experience;

-	 Tell them to get adult approval if the product is pricey or complex;

-	 Make it easy to judge size, characteristics and performance of a product;

-	 Include the price if the product costs £30 or more (TV only)

Advertisers must not:

-	 Make a direct appeal to children to buy advertised products;

-	 Ask them to persuade their parents (or other adults) to buy on their behalf, this is 
‘pester-power’;

-	 Undermine parental authority (e.g. “using this is more important than tidying your room”);

-	 Show, encourage or cause any dangerous or immoral behaviour;

-	 Imply children will be unpopular or disloyal if they don’t buy the product; 

-	 Use ambiguous language such as ‘only’, when you include a price;

-	 Advertise age-inappropriate products (e.g. alcohol, gambling)
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29  Ipsos MORI research 
commissioned by the 
Press Complaints Commission, 
March 2008
30  Utalkmarketing,  
‘ASA Consumer ad’,  
March 2011, Source:  
http://tinyurl.com/3fjms65 
31  P.32, ASA and CAP Annual 
Report 2009
32   p.18, ibid
33   p.30-1, ibid.
34   www.check.uk.com

4.1.	Extension of ASA remit
The industry operates under a very comprehensive and extensive self-regulatory system, 
which is long-established and well-known29. The ASA is considered a ‘gold-standard’ in self-
regulation30. From 1 March 2011, the ASA’s remit has been extended further into the digital 
space and the CAP Code now applies to marketing communications on company websites and 
on social networking sites, in addition to all other paid-for advertising.

The industry pays considerable regard to self-regulation and wants to ensure that the rules 
are up to date and fit for purpose. The CAP (non-broadcast Committee of Advertising Practice) 
Code and BCAP (the Broadcast Committee of Advertising Practice) Code were recently 
comprehensively reviewed and the process included public consultation. There  were an 
exceptional number of responses on a variety of different issues made to CAP and BCAP during 
this public consultation. As stated in the ASA’s 2009 Annual Report, “The protection of children 
was at the heart of the review of the Advertising Codes”31.

A number of changes were made to the rules to enhance the protection to children. 
For example, BCAP introduced a new rule to ensure that ads for age-restricted video games 
were not broadcast around children’s TV programmes, bringing the regulation of video games 
in line with the rules for age-restricted films. CAP and BCAP also developed new guidance for 
video game and film ads that drew together rules and ASA adjudications relevant to the sector. 
The ASA held a training seminar in September 2010, jointly with the Association of Gaming 
Software Publishers, ELSPA (now UKIE), to promote this guidance to advertisers32.

BCAP also augmented the protection of young audiences by extending its rule on physical, 
mental, moral and social harm to protect under 18s, and by introducing a rule stating that 
ads must not exploit the special trust children place in parents, guardians, teachers or other 
persons. Both the CAP and BCAP Codes now contain rules requiring advertisers to act with 
social responsibility.

Compliance with the Codes is very high, and the ASA regularly monitors advertising in different 
media to track compliance, in addition to handling complaints post-publication. The ASA’s 2009 
compliance surveys found a 98.9% compliance rate for alcohol advertisements and 99.6% for 
video games33.

In 2009 the ASA received complaints about a total of 13,956 advertisements, and 541 
advertisements on the grounds that they could have a negative effect on children across areas 
such as sex/nudity, moral harm and violence. Only 29 of these ads breached the advertising 
code and they were all withdrawn by the advertiser. 

In summary, on the basis of ASA complaints, people do not see “commercialisation and 
sexualisation” as a problem in UK advertising.

4.2	 Other marketing communications self-regulatory tools
Marketing a brand is a sophisticated business. While most activity is within the remit of the 
ASA, there are a number of practices which move out of pure advertising (and, therefore, the 
ASA’s remit) and are covered by regulation and best-practice elsewhere.

That’s why, in October 2010, the Advertising Association, in association with Turner Media 
Innovations, launched the Check website34 – shown in figures 9-10 – in order to bridge the 
knowledge-gap that has appeared as new techniques and their corresponding regulation 
proliferate. The ‘Children’s Ethical Communications Kit’ is an industry toolkit that puts all 
of the rules under one roof. In the first six months, Check had received just under 3,000 
unique visitors.
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Fig.11, Regulatory 
regime by practice/
medium

Fig.12, Regulatory 
regime by ‘issue’ 

Figure 11 details the regulatory regime by advertising practice and figure 12 does the same 
by “issue”.
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40  www.womma.org

WOMMA has a Code of Ethics and Standards of Conduct as a requirement of membership 
into the association, with the understanding that the Code and Standards reflect an attempt 
by industry members to “do the right thing” by engaging in responsible self-regulatory 
efforts concerning their marketing practices. The fulcrum of the Code and Standards is the 
Guides Concerning Use of Endorsements and Testimonials in Advertising promulgated by 
the US Federal Trade Commission.

Standard 7 – Marketing to children and adolescents: A WOMMA member shall not 
include children under the age of 13 in any of its word of mouth marketing programs or 
campaigns; and shall comply with all applicable laws dealing with minors and marketing, 
including the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (“COPPA”). See 16 C.F.R. § 312.

Standard 8 – Compliance with media-specific rules: A WOMMA member shall comply 
with existing media-specific rules regarding marketing to children. 1 The term 
“representative” is intended to be construed broadly, so as, for example, to include 
vendors of marketing initiatives.

Source: WOMMA Standards of Conduct40

Recommendation: the industry should keep this issue under review, and promote WOMMA’s 
code through other relevant trade associations; CHECK should also promote the WOMMA Code. 
This is an issue where market developments could be considered by the proposed new industry 
Children’s Panel (see Section 7).

5.2	 “Peer-to-peer”
By definition, “peer-to-peer” is the practice of people interacting with people.  
Peer-to-peer file sharing (illegal downloads) being the most high profile example.  
Peer-to-peer ‘marketing’ is about incentivising people to market brands to their peers, 
whereas the traditional approach saw advertisers talk directly to people. 

It would seem logical to start by pointing out that this is not necessarily a new technique, 
or one that is exclusive to ‘online’. Marketers use ‘peer-to-peer/word-of-mouth’ techniques 
in traditional media, such as ‘tell a friend’ promotions. These practices, and others like 
it, would be covered in the Sales Promotion section of the CAP Code, and be within the 
regulatory remit of the ASA.

If a ‘peer-to-peer’ marketing campaign (online or offline), for example, breached the 
CAP Code rules on marketing to children, then this would largely be in remit for the ASA (one 
exception being ‘live oral communication’, such as a door-to-door salesperson). 

The commercial mechanism of ‘peer-to-peer activity’ itself (rather than its content or 
placement) is regulated by the Office of Fair Trading under the Consumer Protection from 
Unfair Trading Regulations. This prevents advertisers from masquerading as consumers. 

Marketers also seek to earn the endorsement of consumers without offering a reward or 
giving instruction, and this has become much easier to measure in recent years. A successful 
marketing campaign (i.e. TV, print, online) may render 4,000 “Likes” on a Facebook page or 
earn ‘x’ amount of ‘recommend a friend’ signatories. 
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5.4	 Online advertising of age-restricted products
The Credos research showed that online advertising of age-restricted products was a concern 
for some parents. It is important for companies advertising age-restricted products, such as 
alcoholic beverages or gambling products, to target their advertising such that it is seen primarily 
by adults.  Online, the system is not foolproof, but good practice is widespread, for example:

•	 	 Companies provide interstitial warning notices on their own websites that appear when 
people click through to them from social networking sites and other places, and this 
provides a disincentive to register for those that are under-age.

•	 	 The Portman Group has extensive digital guidelines for alcoholic drinks companies43  
that pre-date the ASA’s extension of remit and cover issues such as this. The Portman 
Group also provides free copy advice. 

•	 	 The CAP Code includes extensive guidance on how age-restricted products can be 
advertised online depending on the demographic composition of the website’s audience. 
This relies on industry standard data and is complemented by ASA adjudications and 
guidance. Advertising age-restricted products on children’s websites falls foul of the 
CAP Code, and the ASA could adjudicate if a complaint were made.

•	 	 The IASH code44  is also relevant. IASH (the Internet Advertising Sales House) was founded 
by IAB in 2005 to police the activities of sales houses and encourage best practice. 
The IASH Code can help brand owners control what types of sites their advertisements 
appear on when they do not have a direct buying relationship with the media owner. 

•	 	 It is good practice for media owners with a significant youth audience to develop 
guidelines as to what advertising is or is not permissible on their site and this must 
be respected by third parties or intermediaries contracted by them to operate off their 
website, such as advertising sales houses or networks. 

Recommendation: The advertising industry collectively (eg through the proposed new industry 
Children’s Panel) could share best practice and explore what more could be done to limit 
children’s exposure to inappropriate product advertising online.

5.5	 Online Behavioural Advertising
The effective targeting of advertisements to those consumers most likely to be interested 
in a product or service is not new amongst traditional media. With online advertising being 
a core area for future growth in advertising, the use of innovative targeting techniques, such as 
Online Behavioural Advertising (OBA) techniques, are central for the development of the sector.

Yet advertisers should and do only go so far when using such data. Being transparent, 
respecting privacy and earning the trust of an individual is paramount. In the long-term, 
consumers will only be happy with the advertising industry using their data if consumers see 
that industry is being transparent about how data is used and employing good practice. 

The UK is leading ‘good practice’ on this issue. The Internet Advertising Bureau (IAB) in the 
UK already has in place its Good Practice Principles, which requires companies undertaking 
OBA to abide by a code which dictates that OBA ‘interest segments’ should not be specifically 
created to target children under-13. IAB also provides a consumer-focused website, called 
Your Online Choices45, to provide people with information about OBA and provides a mechanism 
to allow them to turn off OBA for those companies.
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As we know from Credos’s research, parents recognise that they have responsibility for 
their children, but they also say that, much of the time, they do not know exactly what their 
children are doing, watching, or what they are seeing. In this context, the Media Smart 
programme, which seeks to raise awareness amongst children about the persuasive nature 
of advertising and how to recognise it, is a vital tool.

Credos also indicates a current dip in awareness of Media Smart, suggesting less take-up 
in schools, and the industry knows that this needs to be addressed. The Media Smart team has 
already embarked on a new publicity campaign with teachers, to raise awareness and usage of 
the programme. However, the Bailey review could also help here as support from Government 
and other authorities is essential to the success of this media literacy programme, 
particularly at a time when Ofcom’s own media literacy programme is decreasing.

Recommendation: We believe that the Bailey review could usefully highlight the importance of 
Media Smart and other media literacy programmes which are essential to increasing consumer 
understanding, and that the Department of Education could find ways to help widen awareness of 
these programmes, particularly in schools.

5.7 	Putting it under one roof
The Bailey review is looking at how to address parents’ concerns. The advertising industry 
already has a very accessible consumer-facing self-regulatory body (the ASA). The ASA 
makes it easy for parents and other members of the public to complain about advertising 
and to find out more. Separately, we have set out in section 5 above and in sections 6 and 7 
below how the advertising industry might do more.

However, the Bailey review is looking at many different areas beyond advertising and 
marketing communication. Different regulators are responsible for different parts of 
the commercial world, and this is reflected in the development of the Check website, to help 
practitioners access the existing rules and regulations around communicating with children. 
At present, there is no consumer- or parent-facing equivalent, and as such there could be 
confusion around who regulates what, and how to complain about a product, good or service.

If the Bailey review considers it necessary to provide parents with new and easier ways of 
finding out and expressing their concerns – whether about advertising, product safety, TV 
programmes, the internet or editorial – it does seem to us that a solution (eg a single portal 
to provide parents with help, advice and links) could be best delivered by a well-known 
consumer body, and that this would be preferable to any industry solution.

Recommendation: although this is not an issue or a responsibility for the advertising industry, 
we suggest that one solution the Bailey Review could propose is the development of an 
independently-hosted, easily-accessible and well-publicised online portal, to help children 
navigate the various regulatory systems that regulate the commercial world.
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Section 6:  Conclusions

We have sought to demonstrate in this paper that the advertising industry takes the protection 
of children very seriously, and believes this balances the important freedom to advertise with 
all the benefits that brings to society as a whole.

Generally, parents do not see advertising as a “barrier to parenting”, a significant cause for 
concern, or a driver of “excessive commercialisation and premature sexualisation”.

Parents are opposed to the ‘nanny state’ and view parental responsibility as the key to 
navigating the pressures of the commercial world in which we all live.

Children are exposed to a large amount of advertising and marketing communications 
across lots of different types of media. It is mostly directed at adults. Only a small amount of 
advertising is directed at children.

The analysis provided by Credos of long-term children’s social attitudes has shown that the 
way they feel about themselves and their wellbeing has been positive, and remained relatively 
unchanged since 1993.

Research finds that there is parental concern about children’s unsupervised media 
consumption, rather than the nature and content of advertisements. 

Parents are also confident that advertising and marketing communications are well-regulated 
but there is very little spontaneous knowledge of particular regulation or legislation.

This points towards the knowledge gap in relation to digital media and the online world between 
what Professor Tanya Byron, in her report, called the “digital natives” (the children) and the “digital 
adopters” (the parents).  Into this plays a “fear factor”, stimulated by newspaper headlines.  

We conclude that the advertising and promotional industries could do more, and we are 
seeking to do so in accordance with the evidence presented in this report and elsewhere. Media 
literacy initiatives such as Media Smart are one way in which the advertising industry can be 
seen to be addressing concerns about the content children are seeing, and we have outlined in 
5.6 above what else can be done.

However, much of the “noise” around the “commercialisation and sexualisation” of children 
is not about advertising, but about very rare inappropriate products and services, and about 
parental misgivings to do with unfettered and unsupervised access to the internet and other 
media.  The issue is primarily one of perception. 

This report:

•	 	 sets out our proposal to establish a new expert industry Children’s Panel that will 
consider and take forward the issues raised in section 5 and those arising from the 
Bailey Review;

•		  highlights the importance of addressing parents’ lack of knowledge of both the 
commercial content their children engage with, and the level of recourse already 
available to them;

•		  calls on the Review to recommend that the Government does more to promote media 
literacy programmes such as Media Smart in schools and to parents..
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Section 7:  Proposals to the Bailey review

In line with the proposal for an ‘online system’ contained in the Conservative Party’s 2010 
Manifesto47, the Review could propose setting up an independently-hosted online portal to 
provide parents with clear routes to regulatory bodies across all parts of the commercial 
world, perhaps developed with an existing consumer brand with high levels of awareness 
amongst parents.

Separately, there are some simple, practical initiatives the advertising and promotions 
industry can take to respond to the Bailey Review:

1.	 Industry Children’s Panel to consider and take forward review findings:
We propose to create an industry panel to consider and take forward any issues relating 
to advertising and marketing to children that arise from the review. This would:

•	 	 comprise senior industry practitioners who are specialists in the children’s market, along 
with an independent expert: someone of the calibre of Professor David Buckingham or 
Professor Tanya Byron;

•	 	 extend to include areas of interest and engagement by children, for example, 
representation from social media, the internet and mobile sectors, and relevant 
advertised categories, such as the toys and interactive entertainment industries;

•	 	 engage with relevant NGOs and academics, with the aim of building wider 
stakeholder consensus;

•	 	 meet two or three times a year to review market developments and ensure that industry 
best practice is informed by robust research on how children develop and how  they 
relate to advertising and marketing;

•	 	 provide a helpful source of expertise for CAP.

2.	 Help to parents and children
Companies and trade bodies in the advertising and media industries already:

•	 	 Support advertising literacy through the Media Smart literacy programme,

•	 	 Promote CHECK (Children’s Ethical Communications Kit) website to businesses,

And advertisers fund, through a levy on advertising space, effective self-regulation 
through the ASA.

The ASA already:

•	 	 Provides an easy-to-find point of contact for consumers who want to complain 
about advertising.

In addition, we can:

•	 	 Showcase on our CHECK website child-friendly marketing campaigns such as those 
attached to this paper.

And we ask that the Department of Education do more to help promote and create awareness 
about media literacy programmes such as Media Smart.
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APPENDIX 

Case studies of child-focused advertising  
and promotional campaigns

The following case studies demonstrate how and why companies market to children, and 
have been reproduced with the kind permission of the advertisers, agencies and media 
owners involved. 
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Ella’s Kitchen (2006-09)48 
Viacom Brand Solutions/Sainsbury’s

Campaign aim 
Paul Lindley, a father of two, set about to prove that children did want to eat 
healthily, and  lead healthy lives. Paul felt that healthy food could be ‘cool’ in the eyes of children. 
He decided to launch a range of organic fruit and vegetable products aimed at children, named after his 
daughter, Ella. 

Having spoken to hundreds of parents, Paul was convinced they would be willing to spend more on 
healthy food for their children. The high profile nature of campaigns like Jamie’s School Dinners had 
become a catalyst for behavioural change, and Paul aimed to take advantage of the market. He needed 
to make sure his product appealed to children and their parents.

Viacom Brand Solutions (VBS), the advertising sales house for Nickelodeon, wanted to demonstrate 
the power of ‘advertising for good’, particularly in relation to children’s health. VBS teamed-up with 
Ella’s Kitchen in 2006.

Execution
Paul found the right fruit and vegetable flavours, textures and combinations and created his product.

VBS offered to produce the creative materials for TV and web campaigns in order to create an 
association between Nickelodeon and Ella’s Kitchen. They guaranteed Ella’s Kitchen £100,000 worth of 
airtime if the brand could secure national distribution.

Crucially, Sainsbury’s agreed to carry Ella’s Kitchen in 335 stores. A key strategy for Ella’s Kitchen was 
to ‘win’ children over so they could act as Ella’s ambassadors to their parents.

Throughout 2006 the ads featured on Viacom-owned channels Nickelodeon, Nick Replay, Nicktoons 
Nick Jr and Nick Jr 2. They appeared next to Nickelodeon’s own pro-social strand called Nicktrition, 
a series of 50 short educational films about healthily lifestyles for kids.

Outcomes
Sales: After 6 months of trading, the brand had sold over ½ million pouches and Waitrose became 
stockists. With additional distribution secured, the brand surpassed 1000 case sales per week by 
the end of the year. 

Baby-food sales grew rapidly throughout the autumn as the impact of advertising and organic word of 
mouth took effect. A successful 2006 ended in Ella’s Kitchen securing the attention of Tesco. 

Early in 2007 Ella’s Kitchen received nationwide distribution for both Smoothie Fruits and Baby Foods, 
and by the end of 2007 the brand had sold over 6 million units.

Turnover: From 2005/6 to 2008/9 Ella’s Kitchen steadily increased turnover from £0.2 million in 05/6 to 
£8.2 million in 08/9.

Viacom: VBS enjoyed a significant return on investment (£547,000 revenue between Feb 06 – Jan 09), 
and a number of other brands in the ‘healthy food’ sector signed-up to advertise on VBS channels (e.g. 
Kidsnax, Rocks Organic, Good Natured, Babylicious). 

Another of VBS’ initial objectives was to influence governmental attitudes towards advertising. 
It  is  interesting to note that 2 years after the initiative began, the Government launched a major 
long term ‘change4Life’ advertising campaign .
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Morrisons Let’s Grow (2008-)
National Schools Partnership

Campaign aim
In 2008 the supermarket chain Morrisons began 
to look at ways they could set up a loyalty scheme. 
They  approached National Schools Partnership to see 
how this scheme could be developed and delivered 
through schools to engage with families.

As a result of extensive research done by National Schools Partnership and other agencies, 
the Let’s Grow campaign was created. 

Let’s Grow Objectives: Support Morrisons and other agencies to develop and deliver a promotional 
campaign to engage families. Specifically NSP were brought in to do research to help develop and run 
the campaign through schools to engage with teachers, young people aged 5-19 and families.

Execution
Research with schools and families offered 4 different voucher scheme ideas. The most popular of 
these was a scheme to collect gardening equipment and this resulted in the Let’s Grow campaign. 

Vouchers collected by families in Morrisons stores could then be redeemed by schools to collect 
gardening equipment. National Schools Partnership devised the marketing communications plan 
to encourage schools to participate and they also created the education content for the programme, 
linking Let’s Grow to various part of the curriculum including PHSE, Science and Geography.

Families were driven into stores by the extensive nationwide campaign developed by Morrisons’ media 
agencies, which included TV and press advertising featuring well-known TV gardener Diarmut Gavin.

Schools encouraged family participation in the programme through letters home, featuring 
programme on school website, through PTA and in school newsletter.

Outcomes
The programme began in 2008 and since then, a minimum of 15,000 schools each year have redeemed 
vouchers to receive gardening equipment. Against competitor activity in schools, the Morrisons’ 
campaign was ranked in teachers’ top 3 more than any other.

Extensive research has been done by NSP at the end of each year of the campaign. This evaluation has 
shown how popular the programme has become and how well received it is amongst teachers, pupils 
and families. More and more vouchers are redeemed each year, particularly by primary schools, 
showing a significant growth in the amount of vouchers being collected by families. 

The programme clearly demonstrated how it benefitted the young people who were involved. 
Our research shows that both primary and secondary schools reported more pupil enthusiasm 
for “gardening” than previously and once pupils had been through the whole growing cycle, they 
experienced a strong sense of achievement. Children also showed an increased interest in their 
outdoor environment and were more inspired to spend time outside.
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