AM

Rivista della Societd italiana di antropologia medica / 13-14, ottobre 2002, pp. 123-139

Nutritional discourse in food advertising.

Between persuasion and cacophony

Mabel Gracia Arnaiz

Institut d’Estudis Avancats, Departament d’Antropologia Social i Filosofia, Universitat
Rovira i Virgili (Spain)

1. Introduction

In industrialised countries, which may still be influenced by the debate of
the 1960s and 1970s that highlighted the possible social effects of adver-
tisements on society at large (¥, advertising is considered to be one of the
tools that, according to institutional and popular opinion, best generate
some of the evils that are characteristic of the new industrial order. Public
sees food advertising as a phenomenon that promotes disturbing trends in
health matters because it encourages homogenisation of the diet, consump-
tion of foods that are hardly nutritious or are completely innutritious, and
disinformation about the characteristics, properties and functions of the
goods it promotes. We shall see, however, that such a relationship between
cause and effect is difficult to prove.

We must first discuss what kind of products is advertised. Advertisements
for foods are heterogeneous per se because the foods themselves are het-
erogeneous. Food advertising therefore makes public products of foods
that are recommendable and foods that are not recommendable, i.e. foods
that are nutritionally “good” and foods that are nutritionally “bad”.

There is also a more general problem. To assert its influence on the mar-
ket, advertising constantly needs to re-evaluate its activity, but the relation-
ship between a particular advertisement and immediate consumption is
not always clear. Advertisers themselves recognise that many variables make
it difficult for them to make in-roads. The effects of advertising frequently
are mixed up with socio-demographical factors, and the cause-effect rela-
tionship between advertising and other essential variables is difficult to
identify. Multiple empirical analyses — from econometric evaluation and
analysis of perception, recall and memory, motivation and changes in atti-
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tude, to explanations of its objectives provided by the various disciplines —
show us how difficult it is to limit its effects ®.

Although these problems exist, as do those related to saturated advertising
space and the constant attempts people make to avoid seeing advertise-
ments (e.g. channel switching), it is true that articles that are the subject of
advertising campaigns have a specific advantage; they are an advertised
product. Despite people’s negative opinion of publicity, public recognition
validates the articles in the advertisements; it recognises them, makes them
familiar, identifies them and, more importantly, gives them a social signifi-
cance (Leiss, Kline and Sut 1986 and Mckraken 1988). A different matter
is whether the people who receive these messages consider them to be as
good a source of information as other sources (the family, institutions, and
doctors). The passivity with which its audience receives an advertisement
calls into question the source’s intentions ®. On television, one advertise-
ment is quickly followed by another, so the audience processes very little of
the information. The audience also knows that the source is paid to say
what it does.

This is detrimental to how people receive the advertisement, but it does
not mean that they do not believe it (Le6n 1989 and 1990). The public
tends to regard this source as something trivial and it is therefore difficult
to make an in-depth evaluation of what is shown. The source’s influence,
and that of its message, is produced by osmosis; the message is persuasive
and requires one mentally to process the information and the source that
supports it. Consumers are not so much invited to change their habits as to
change their products. Brand loyalty does not seem to be of vital impor-
tance, so to lack this loyalty or the beliefs that maintain it, is not especially
perturbing. This is why in advertising the lack of the source’s objective
credibility is not a barrier to producing persuasion or creating affection for
a product. In this respect, advertising meets its primary objective: it takes
its message to its target audience, whom it persuades to buy.

All this means we must concentrate on how this promotional work — gener-
ating and spreading information about diet — is done; what kind of mes-
sages are the advertisements built on, which arguments do they tend to
use, and are the form and content of these messages helping to increase
the cacophony and the disconcertion consumers show every day when try-
ing to decide what to eat?

I therefore considered a number of studies that have established a direct
relationship between advertising and the consumption of foods. These in-
cluded my Ph.D. on the population of Barcelona (Gracia 1996 and 1998),
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in which I made a field study of eleven domestic groups (thirty-three inter-
viewees altogether) that were chosen for their analytical significance (vari-
ables such as the type, structure and size of home, and the group’s activi-
ties, age, and ethnic origin). I used several qualitative techniques, particu-
larly in-depth interviews that contained a section on attitudes to advertis-
ing, an advertisement-recognition test to detect any anti-advertising a-
priorism on the part of the interviewees. The interviewees were shown
various elements of recent and not-so-recent food advertisements in the
form of a game (jingles, slogans, famous people, arguments). They then
had to establish the links between products, brands and advertisers, which
evaluated how much they were able to recognise and recollect. This made
it easier later to introduce the in-depth interview on advertising and ob-
tain a more accurate qualitative information about some of the hypotheses
we have made in this paper. Data from these two technical resources were
then compared with the answers on the criteria for selecting and incorpo-
rating new products, and with the products found in the interviewees’ kitch-
ens and pantries, which had previously been inventoried.

I also drew up a file of Spanish food advertisements from the sixties to the
nineties in order to selectively analyse the presence of nutritional discourse
during this period and assess which arguments it used. For this, I designed
a form for extracting content. This form provides detailed information
about the product and how it is advertised. It contains seven sections, each
with its own subindexes and codes.

—  The first section deals with the advertisements’ technical characteristics (product,
brand, advertiser, year, medium, support, and format).

— The second deals with the characteristics of the product (state, presentation, re-
quirements for consumption, origin, an estimate of its nutritional value, ingredi-
ents, and food group).

—  The third deals with the products position (what requirement there are for con-
sumption, how often it is consumed, whether it is seasonal, and what place it oc-
cupy in the diet).

— The fourth describes the structure of the advertisement and refers to the verbally
transmitted message (oral and written) and the visually transmitted message (the
images). It particularly records the formal characteristics of the language of adver-
tising, the possible economy of words, the weight of semantics, denotation/conno-
tation, or the communicative resources, in terms of narration/expression or moti-
vation (functional attributes, advantages, benefits, desires and values associated
with the advertisement, humour, drama, witnesses, etc.).

—  The fifth analyses the context of the message in detail. It is divided into two subsec-
tions: practical and symbolic representations and discursive arguments. The first
subsection refers first to the environment in which the product is seen (family,
home, leisure, work, school) and the stage it is seen in (production, culinary prepa-
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ration, consumption) and, second, to the kind of people in the leading roles and
their respective functions. The second subsection refers particularly to the pre-
dominant theme of the message.

—  The sixth refers to the intended communication and takes into account the aim of
the advertisement. Is it trying to launch a new product, maintain its position in the
market, or change the product’s image? Is it in response to a particular promo-
tion? Is it informative?

—  The seventh defines the real and potential target audiences (consumer and/or buyer),
and whether these profiles are deduced from references in the advertisement, from
knowledge about the kind of person that uses such-and-such a communication
medium, or simply from information in profiles of buyers.

The form was used with the more than 400 television, newspaper and
magazine advertisements that make up the file. Medical-nutritional dis-
course was the dominant line of argument in 40% of these advertisements.
We shall now look at two examples.

2. Advertising, food and health: case studies

In general, studies of the relationship between advertising and attitudes
to food have concentrated specifically on demonstrating how advertising
influences the consumption of foods and, in particular, on its negative
effects for people’s health. They have highlighted the special vulnerabil-
ity of certain sectors of the population, e.g. children and women, regard-
ing the impact of advertising. Such studies are, for example, those by Fox
(1981), Taras et al. (1989), Igun (1982) and Hung, Ling and L-Ong
(1985) @,

Fox (1981) begins by saying that many Americans are exposed to tel-
evision advertising every day. Children, who watch television for an
average of 29 hours per week and see nearly 25,000 advertisements a
year, are even more exposed to it than adults are . In the author’s
opinion, very young children are unable to distinguish between adver-
tisements and programmes and are not aware of the advertisements’
aims at persuasion. The study uses samples of children of 4 and 9 years
of age and investigates the relationship between the type of food ad-
vertisements (products with a low standard of nutrition, pro-nutrition
advertisements, no control) and the standards of nutrition in the child
population. The effects of advertising are evaluated by testing behav-
iour at meal times and by other complementary techniques based on
direct observation.
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The study shows that the children pay attention both to programmes
and advertisements, although there are clear cognitive differences be-
tween the two age groups. Older children can distinguish between ad-
vertisements and programmes better, are more conscious of their aims,
and are noticeably suspicious of advertisements. Despite these differ-
ences, in both groups the children with the worst levels of nutrition are
those who increase their calorific consumption more significantly via
foods and drink of low nutritional quality that are advertised on televi-
sion. Fox suggests that one way of inducing positive effects in children is
to expose them more frequently to advertisements for products with high
levels of nutrition.

Often, however, the problem is not with the children but with their par-
ents. The study by Taras et al. (1989) of the United States confirms that
the influence of television on children’s diets and physical activity must
be taken into account when developing strategies for preventing obesity
and the sedentary way of life. This interdisciplinary group believes that
the influence of publicity is quite definitive. It demonstrates that the fre-
quency with which children ask for foods that they have seen on televi-
sion is the same as the frequency with which they are advertised. This
study includes some interesting data; the parents of the children in the
sample perceive that television influences family shopping patterns via
their children’s demand mechanisms. The most frequently ordered and
purchased foods are those with a high sugar content, followed by those
rich in fats and salt and then those that are low in sugar, salt or fats. The
researchers also show that there is a strong relationship between the pro-
portion of foods of each category bought and ordered by the sample
population and the proportion of foods in each category advertised on
television. At the same time, they detected a significant correlation be-
tween snacking (a continuous form of eating based on rather unstruc-
tured meals taken alone) while watching television, and the quantity of
advertised foods that are bought or ordered. The authors agree that par-
ents also need to be educated, since the parents of the children who watch
many hours of television buy them foods advertised in this medium more
frequently than other parents do.

Other studies investigate how publicity influences highly specific nutri-
tional practices and like breast-feeding (Igun, 1982; Hung, Ling and L-
Ong, 1985). Carried out in developing countries, they reveal the factors
behind the changes in breast-feeding practices of mothers in Maidiguri
and Hong Kong, respectively, and highlight the influence exerted by ad-
vertising in non-Western countries.
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Igun’s (1982) study was based on interviews with 250 illiterate mothers of
low-income families from Maiduguri (Nigeria) who attended antenatal clinic
in that city. The study aimed to find out the emerging pattern of infant
nutrition in Maiduguri, a centre of rapid urban development, and identify
the factors behind it. It concluded that the emerging pattern is character-
ised by a trend for combining traditional methods with methods that have
been learnt through contact with the culture of industrialised countries.
The most important factors here are the media advertisements promoting
the consumption of artificial milk and mothers in the elite groups. These
ones, showing a strong preference for the baby’s bottle, thus elevate it to
fashion status in the eyes of poor, illiterate mothers with less western edu-
cation, who for no other reason decide to follow their example. At the
same time, Igun does not underestimate the part played by the passivity
with which the medical profession accepts this trend.

Hung, Ling and L-Ong (1985) show that the situation in Hong Kong is
similar. To evaluate the factors influencing nutritional practices, they
studied 714 Chinese mothers of children aged between 4 weeks and 6
months and observed that bottle feeding is more common among moth-
ers who are more influenced by professional medical people that are
opposed to breast-feeding. Again this influence is strongly reinforced by
the media, particularly in television advertisements that support the in-
troduction of this new practice as one that is healthy and that can be
easily adapted to any situation. Mothers who breast-feed, on the other
hand, are influenced by their social networks, who advise against using
the baby’s bottle. The most frustrated mothers are those who breast-
feed their babies without the support of their relatives and friends and
who, although they may receive encouragement from medical profes-
sionals in favour of the practice, do not practise it with as much convic-
tion as if the encouragement came from their own social networks. The
data suggest that the different sources of influence and the different
nutritional practices are linked. If a mother is to continue with a chosen
practice, social support is essential and if this support does not exist,
advertising, so repetitive and persuasive, may easily encourage mothers
to wean their babies off breast-feeding prematurely. Manderson (1988),
in his study of social change in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific,
arrived at similar conclusions.

Judging by these results and the substantial investments advertisers have

continued to make despite successive economic crises, advertisements clearly
exert a certain influence on the population. For several reasons, however,
we need to qualify the cause-effect relationship they are said to have on the



Nutritional discourse in food advertising 129

negative aspects of the contemporary diet. Firstly, this is because people’s
dietary behaviour is itself complex and depends on a number of biologi-
cal, ecological, economic, socio-cultural and psychological factors; the crite-
ria governing food choices in any culture correspond to innumerable
variables that depend on the context. Therefore, the material and sym-
bolic practices for guaranteeing the diet of human groups do not in-
clude just what people eat, but also where, when, who with, how, why
and what for.

Secondly, food advertisements are not homogenous in their objectives
or in the articles they promote. To illustrate this let us take the following
example. We classified a list of advertisements broadcast during one
month @ in terms of the nutritional content of the food they advertised.
In the least healthy ™ group, we included goods that are high in calories
or rich in saturated fats, simple sugars or alcohol. In the recommended
group we put milk and its derivatives, olive oil, cereals, pasta, frozen
vegetables, fruit, jam, honey, fresh and frozen fish, whole-wheat bread,
rice, pulses, baby foods, saccharin, water, must, chocolate, sports drinks
and fruit juice. The least healthy group included industrially produced
pastries (cakes, madeleines, biscuits), cold meats (salami, etc.) and patés,
snacks, sweets and toffees, frozen fried foods (chips, fritters, croquettes,
etc.), pizzas, convenience foods, stock cubes, coffee, fizzy drinks, beer,
appetisers, wines, champagnes, and two fast food restaurants that usu-
ally serve such products.

The fact that the range of products is so wide shows that advertisements
promote any kind of food and, depending on how often they are shown,
increase the consumption of recommended or less recommended foods equally.
It is also true, however, that the distribution of these products is less bal-
anced; many of the less healthy foods (pastries, snacks, sweets and fizzy drinks)
are advertised at children’s viewing times, while the recommended foods are
advertised at viewing times intended for women or the general public.
Taras et al. (1989) claims that, when attempting to persuade their parents
to buy them such-and-such a product, children become vehicles for the
advertising industry. When their persuasion is successful, therefore, we may
say that advertising does indeed influence what children eat. In fact, when
they have a bit of money to spend on some food or other, many children,
attracted particularly by the advertisements they contain (picture cards,
stickers, toys), usually buy these kinds of foods. However, the number of
hours children spend in front of the television, what they should eat, or
how much money they should have, has more to do with domestic or edu-
cational decisions than with the impact of publicity.
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The homogenisation of food consumption cannot be explained by the
effects of advertising because food advertising is heterogeneous per se —
as is the supply of food products. It is the standardisation and mechani-
sation of the production systems on farms and animal farms, the im-
proved transport facilities and the extension of commercial distribution
networks to all over the world that are helping to suppress local varieties
and, therefore, to bring about homogenisation between regions and sup-
press some of the differences in the consumption patterns of the social
groups within the same geographical and cultural area. This uniformity
is partly compensated, however, by the fact that hundreds of products
from other countries reach our markets and because the seasonal nature
of food products is getting increasingly relative. Moreover, advertisements
do not seem to play an important role in the increasing sedentariness of
the population, in urban development, in the new conception of time
and the pressure of work. This are aspects that really are restricting our
dietary behaviour and standardising the dietary behaviour of the groups
who share the same post-industrial model of society (Gracia 1996 and
1998).

It is true that advertised products are often similar and that they are
advertised in the same way in different regions and in different cultures,
but today the wide variety of products we find in the shops indicates
more that we can opt for a variety in food consumption than that we can
standardise the supply of food. For two decades now, the food industry
has tended to diversify its range of products more and more, in a desire
to reverse mass production and take into account the social and eco-
nomic heterogeneity of the populations of industrialised societies. As well
as the widely consumed food products, it produces others that are more
top-of-the-range, more for the minority market. Consumers whose pur-
chasing power is strong assume the production and transformation costs
of these products. This diversification of production coincides with the
search for new media support and new advertising messages suitable for
each target audience.

Since advertisements promote both recommended foods and not-so-recom-
mended foods, local products and non-local ones, staple products and deli-
catessen, and at the same time respond to the interests of both private
and public advertisers, it is normal to question the general terms in which
their negative effects on health are specified. A different matter is not to
realise that advertisements, which are based on cultural illustrations and
images of diverse origin (Barthes 1961, King 1980, Fieldhouse 1986),
supply contradictory information about nutrition that transmits eclectic
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ideas which heighten the already widespread dietary cacophony (Fischler
1990: 194-195) and make those in charge of the daily diet sometimes
choose the wrong options, health wise, from the range of possibilities
available.

Advertisements incorporate everything the consumer finds significant. They
adapt their information to suit their prime objective, which is to promote
goods and ideas that encourage consumption. Food advertisements there-
fore use several different arguments e.g. nutrition, aesthetics, hedonism,
tradition and identity, and elitism. Of these, the food/health theme, with
its related medical/nutritional discourse, is one of the most important ®.
The response to this is simple. Although most people’s expectations re-
garding the consumption of food are not limited to questions of health,
nourishment and a healthy life are a desire and a concern in every society. For
this reason, and also because of the institutional and social recognition of
the biomedical sciences, which runs parallel to the medicalization of the
daily diet, the nutritional argument and scientific referents are recurring
themes in food advertising .

3. Nutritional discourse: between persuasion and cacophony

We must now ask how this discourse is used to attract the attention of the
target audience. Creativity in advertising is part of marketing expertise
and technical knowledge (Giddens 1991: 18) and works on two parallel
levels. Firstly, advertising recreates the synthesis and coexistence that peo-
ple have made of two different kinds of knowledge (one scientific, the
other popular; sometimes contradictory, sometimes complementary)
(Menéndez 1982, Goulet 1988, Perdiguero 1992), and highlights the old
relationship between science and popular knowledge in food choices,
and diet in particular. Secondly, it helps medicine to progressively exert
its influence on our daily diet, constantly seeking protection behind doc-
tors and nutrition-based terminology. Here, however, it sends out mes-
sages that are either not very informative or are totally uninformative %;
through plays on words and images that are full of connotations, adver-
tisements proclaim supposedly healthy benefits and attributes but at the
same time omit other objective data or take them out of context. Adver-
tising deprives some popular beliefs of their meaning but proposes no
new ones other than dubious statements that are difficult to accept from
the medical point of view.
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To illustrate this let us look at two advertisements for the same product:
Nutribéna from Alter babies foods. One advertisement is taken from the
weekly women’s magazine Lecturas published in June 1992 !V and the other
is from the monthly women’s magazine Mi bebé y yo that came out in De-
cember 1999. Both have all the necessary ingredients of an efficient cam-
paign; they attract the attention of the readers, communicate a message
and attempt to persuade with pictures, a title and a text. The two motivat-
ing themes are the product’s functional attributes and the benefits they
bring to a baby’s health. The written text is based on an expert’s report of
the product’s attributes, legitimisation through scientific reasoning (Emmet
1992, Lupton 1996), and the cultural referents of the target readers (con-
cerns about health, emotional links, and a mother’s care). In the second



Nutritional discourse in food advertising

133

Ensénale a comer potito a potito.

Con el colesterol controlado
h’mﬂpﬁu,«(b‘dlﬁ;hﬂmlﬂ!m

803 con verdirss, debids 2 1 calidad ¥
cantidad d= los mismos, apoeran fas
8 de las protes-

tolar, NUTREAEN ha resiaads laegos ¢
costorins eanudios centifices pars srajr

51t problema desde & infancia y preve-
nir su apacicin en & fuer.

Lot productes naturakes welizades &
I elaboracita d s Puthes Nutnbén es-
n anlizads y combinados dr 1al
dhrma gue comralamos s cosenido
€3 cnlemennl. Hemos eliminads los e
RG0S (e EPOrtn Frass innacess-
tids i dieta come & pemd de huevn,
faheche complet v b mantequils.
s, sommas Ins dnioos que hesmos -
corporads o Aosde de Oliva, buse de s
it meditereine, conskderado it
camente i grasd mds pura y 2 mis
adecuada para I salud de 1y bijer
Con las profeinas mis ricas
Lo proteinas son ssstanciid e fun-

0N € FepEA ¥ Condrulr Ruevas tefi
La imroducotn de s came v 6l

Tes TS FicES pard que tu bebé creses
fatte ¥ sano.

Con la sal justa

El exoestes consumo de 12l ea b die

del mifto, puede legar 5 ser cyssa de i

persensida arterial, ademds de una
Carga excesiva pars s rifanes

mmdn e &l equilibrio de su oega-

mmmﬂmmmnmm

o, 12523 de sl gracis 1 un cotml rigu-

Peso mediante un process informilog
QuE Ras permite mantener e cmil
Patitia # Indice de sal adecuads, ev)

ta=do agi posbles lutures nmnmm
Posiblemente, bl emoomtrards $80 un

los almenins y edhicard ws paladir a sa
bares seaves.

dad 0 ser causa de canes denal on o
luturo. Ademis puede comveriese en
un geloge § rechacar stros sehares
Lo Potiton Butrfoén en sus variedades
de Frutss estdn etaborados con Sutas
Trescas selecoonades por sy calidad,
dulace y pumo d¢ madumecitis, v o

vl de amilear estd equiliends 3l pala-
dat v a b salud del bebdt, Ko i rece-
mendable afadic axiicar aunque 1 0 0

PEPET-  rusuilie poco dulce, yu que s Pelitos

Hutrfbés esida etabarades pensande
&8 bt necesidades del bebe

Sin gluten

Bl glmen €5 una prileine que = o

eubhlra en o coreales pancipamene

en ¢l trign, cebad, ceniens y avena. Al

@05 niflos presestan feolerances 3
€313 probetna, Ceesandols Malarnos

imesoaed.

For ello los Poties Muribéa e Bevan
mizgeno de e 3y per lo tanto
mms SeH AFTOS FARA DIETAS SIN

5ok ¢ aricar

Fescad en 13 dets g b bebd. es par = o ] n qmm MATOR EXFCRMACION

- IS coaverdente controlar |3 ingeitién | SORAE LS FOTITOS SUTHIBEN, |
de andcar en 13 dista del hebd ya que, | CONSLLTL A TU PEDIATHA © FARMA” |
it exceso puede cottribeir & B ot ]_mm 0 }

S |

advertisement, emotion-based communication is established by the link
between mother and child (the advertisement’s target audience): “Teach
himto eat...”, and attention is drawn by the picture of a child — a baby whose
face is full of satisfaction as little by little he accepts the food he is offered.
Every mother in our culture understands this message; the main reward
for providing material care of this kind is a strong and healthy child. The
first advertisement establishes communication by creating a complicity
between the aims of maternal care, always doing one’s best for one’s chil-
dren (“Because we know you only want to give your children the best...”), and the
aims of Alter’s laboratories — and babies’ health is assured by marketing
products that contain every nutritional advantage. The advertisers attract
attention by highlighting a recognised the receivers of their message con-
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sume ingredient that they believe: olive oil, as part of the Mediterranean
diet. The WHO and Harvard College nutritional pyramid, like the bottle
of olive oil and the institutional logo, are, as the title shows, the referents
used to differentiate and extol the product: «Nutribén baby foods: the only
ones with olive oil».

The information in the texts predominantly highlights nutritional aspects:

— A cause-effect relationship, which is not always scientifically proven, is described be-
tween the consumption of certain products and the onset of certain illnesses (fats
= higher cholesterol; too much sugar = obesity and tooth decay; gluten = intesti-
nal disorders).

—  Because of their unsuitability, certain foods (egg yolk, full-cream milk, butter, sugar,
salt, some vegetable oils and animal fats) are proscribed when they are eliminated
from the composition of baby foods.

—  Supposedly natural, high quality products, like olive oil, meat, fish and fruit, are
consistently revered, irrespective of any industrial processes to which they have
been submitted. Both advertisements refer to the Mediterranean diet as the healthy
diet par excellence.

—  Some basic principles of nutrition (e.g. what are proteins? What do they do? What is
gluten?) are mentioned, but only as mini-lessons to justify some of the baby food
ingredients.

- Amedical function (prevention and therapy) is proposed; baby foods prevent illnesses

linked to incorrect dietary habits and correct possible irregularities.
Although both advertisements employ the medical-nutritional discourse
and have similar styles, there is a marked difference in the role they at-
tribute to the nutritionists, or mothers, in child nutrition. The second ad-
vertisement shows the product as the most rational food one can give to a
child because it prevents incorrect nutritional practices on the part of the
mother (supplying too few proteins, adding too much salt and sugar, dis-
guising natural flavours or feeding cereals that are too rich in proteins).
The idea is quite clear; what adults believe and what they like best is not
always what is best for their children. The discourse behind this advertise-
ment is underlined with a medical report warning mothers of the health
problems that their children may be caused by a deficient or over-indul-
gent diet.

The first advertisement abandons a narrative style that is based on scien-
tific superiority and is almost disparaging of the knowledge and skill of
the mother. It places itself on the same level as those in charge of infant
nutrition, with whom they converse and whom they inform of Nutribéna
extra advantage — olive oil — in the knowledge that they will know that it
is good, not just because of its taste or texture, but because of its nutri-
tional value: «As you know, olive 0il is the only recommended source of 0il in the
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Mediterranean diet. Its advantages... are not only its high oleic acid content, but
also its antioxidant components...». This reinforces a product whose con-
sumption was questioned only a few decades ago by the medical science
community, a fact that coincided with the large-scale introduction of sun-
flower oil into the Spanish market. Moreover, in the first advertisement,
which came out seven years after the second one, we can see a further
medicalization of the daily diet; mothers, who have more and more crite-
ria for deciding which practices are healthy and which ones are not, can
now recognise the nutritional advantages that make them prefer and rec-
ommend different foods. Also, processed baby foods are helping chil-
dren to take that difficult step from the baby’s bottle (and why not from
the mother’s breast?) to the spoon.

In general, the arguments are similar to the explanations a paediatrician
gives in his consultancy or a doctor writes in his manuals, or the advice an
expert gives in programmes on health. It is true that in the first few months
of a child’s life, foods like salt, gluten and eggs must be avoided. But how
many specialists in nutrition would endorse these advertisements? Prob-
ably few of them, or else they would make one or two modifications. The
food industry gives priority to medical discourse to introduce products
that, if they become a child’s only source of energy, hardly provide the
required quotas for the balanced diet they speak so much about. The com-
position of processed baby foods, at least in the range of such foods in this
study, lacks variety, and promoting them as the perfect children’s diet is
irresponsible. One advertisement that, with an ingenious play on words,
invites parents to teach their children to eat potito a potito ', promotes
radical changes in the traditional savoir-faire method (different ways of
preparation, weaker tastes and textures, less variety of foods) and, more
importantly, encourages the information-disinformation process. The
pseudoscientific ideas expressed in this advertisement are incomplete and/
or out of context. On the other hand, they hardly mention any of the other
advantages they may have e.g. convenience, which, at least in our coun-
try ™ is suggested by mothers as a justification for using this product. In
fact, baby foods are a good solution when the preparation of children’s
meals is conditioned by the need to save energy or by the shortage of time
and resources.

This is just one example from thousands. Imagine the cacophonic effects
on nutritional savoir-faire of all the advertisements that hope to grab peo-
ple’s attention by seeking protection behind a whole range of different
objectives (not only health but also aesthetics, pleasure, identity or social
distinction) and to which we must also add all the similarly disparate and
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changing ideas disseminated by other subjects and channels that enjoy a
greater recognition and credibility than advertising — like schools, families
or doctors. The difference between an advertisement for an insurance policy
and one for instant cocoa recommended by a doctor as a necessity, or be-
tween an advertisement for a bank and one for a children’s food claiming
to be a substitute for something, is that the latter are eaten — they are
ingested both materially and symbolically. And, depending on the values
and significance that are attributed to them and the place they will eventu-
ally have in our diets, their consequences for our health and our knowl-
edge may or may not be recommended. It is on this level that we must first
evaluate the probable impact of advertising.

It is in ideological discourse that advertising has a social effect. This is
independent of the fact that, as the audience claims, the advertisements
may not be believed or may not influence the housewife’s shopping — al-
though they may do so via her children. It is also independent of the fact
that it may not be the cause of the homogenisation of consumption. This is
another debate. How advertising affects food culture can only be under-
stood if we know what it responds to and what it offers — needs and desires,
and the satisfaction of these needs and desires, i.e. service. These desires
of the population in matters of food, which the industry sometimes takes
as a starting point, sometimes as problems that need solving, and some-
times as an excuse, are, according to the industry, satisfied by its products,
not only in terms of tastes, but also in terms of practices. Sometimes the
industry uses “need” as a starting point for finding the “solution”.

Food is advertised in hundreds of ways. More importantly, it is presented
as the solution to the needs generated by the contemporary food order and
as a natural, balanced and healthy diet. But is it really a need? Do babies
really need to eat convenience foods? The food industry’s use of the word
“need” in its argument leads to a deeper debate that is not dealt with in
this article. In the both advertisements we have analysed, however, one
question that is a major contemporary constraint is missing. The real need
to gain time in a society in which the pressure of work and the diversity of
our activities greatly determine our decisions on food; in which many more
women work both at home and outside the home; and in which time spent
not working is valued. Feeding baby foods to a baby is easy, convenient and
quick: you do not have to think, you do not have to shop, and you do not
have to cook.

What we must ask ourselves is why this argument is absent from advertise-
ments for baby foods, which are mainly directed at mothers. Advertising
uses other, more effective, arguments instead. As these are based on medi-
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cal and nutritional references, they are more in a position to ease parents’
consciences. It does not matter whether their arguments are scientifically
sound or not. They just have to seem credible, include at least some of the
ideas doctors use, or be recommended in the media or by politicians. They
have to present foods as the solution for people who are concerned about
their family’s health. When these products find their way into the pantries
and fridge’s of people’s homes, they are accompanied by this advertisers’
discourse and their undoubted practical advantages.

This is the effectiveness of advertising and, ultimately, the justification
for people’s changing behaviour in matters of food. The paradox arises
with products that, although useful, may contradict the leading food model
— based on the prudent, balanced diet — because for all the variety the
food industry may offer, and however recommendable these products
may be for certain occasions, taken together they do not constitute a
balanced diet for our children. Certainly, advertising must persuade, but
it must do so without misinforming, without deliberately omitting any of
the products’ fundamental properties, and without generating or accen-
tuating misunderstandings or errors that affect the way we prepare and
plan our daily diet.

Notes

) Many studies of the functions and effects of advertising have echoed this debate that began in
the late fifties and has continued, with one or two slight changes, until today. Consult, among
others, Leiss, Kline and Sut (1986), Mattelart (1990, 1991), Costa (1992), Leén (1996) and Fowles
(1996).

® Most research has attempted to define how advertising affects businesses, the economy and
society. It has linked advertising campaigns with business concentration and profits, and highlighted
the interaction between advertising and volume of sales. See Leén (1988) and Aaker and Myers
(1991).

@ Mattelart (1990) says that today we can speak in terms of maximum technicality and minimum
efficiency. The higher the exposure index the less is remembered. It is as if the advertisement just
washes over consumers. 85% of all advertising messages do not persuade because they have not
been seen or heard, while between 5 and 10% of them, although received, are not considered
credible.

' See also, for example, Ward (1980), Singer (1986), Ward (1986), Anselmino (1987) and Brée
(1995).

@ In the last few years these figures have increased; in 1999 the average number of hours per
week spent in front of the television was 35. Although slightly higher, this is not dissimilar to the
almost four hours per day that children in Spain spend on average watching television.

© These advertisements were approved for March 1991 by the TVE (Televisién Espafiola) Advisory
Committee. We chose this month to avoid periods that might be subject to seasonal patterns of
consumption.
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@ We have accepted the intrinsic arbitrary nature of this criterion. No foods are absolutely bad or
absolutely good for one’s health and how suitable or advantageous they are depends, among other
factors, on how often they are consumed and how much of them are consumed. Nevertheless,
because of their concentration of certain substances, some products are, nutritionally speaking,
less recommended.

® 40% of a sample of more than 600 advertisements analysed in a previous study (Gracia 1996)
used this line of argument.

© In fact, the use in Spain of medical- and nutritional-based terminology in advertising dates
back at least to the origins of modern advertising. Its use is historical; the first advertisements in
the gazettes of the XVII century already established a link between medicine, health and certain
foods (Sanchez Guzman 1982).

19 Leets and Driggers (1990) call this type of advertising, which is based on decorative and not
very objective features of the product, puffery or superficial.

" This advertisement was anlaysed in greater detail in a previous study (Gracia 1993).

® In Spanish these words are similar, phonetically, to the expression poquito a poquito (little by
little).

¥ The volume of sales of baby foods in Spain is lower than in France or Germany. Here, 20 kg per
child is consumed, while in France the figure is as high as 85 kg.
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