
Regulating advertising of unhealthy
and unsustainable food

Overview

Growing evidence suggests that consumers’ food choices are shaped by

marketing, advertising and promotional offers from food retailers. Most

individuals, however, may not realise the extent to which their eating habits are

steered by the advertisements they see on billboards, television and social

media, or the range of food products that is available at the supermarket, or

through the promotional offers and discounts offered by retailers. These and

other practices communicate to consumers about which food options are

readily available, their nutritional values, their origins and their potential

sustainability impacts. 

Today, food marketing and advertising tends to push consumers towards diets

out of step with healthy eating recommendations – often including large

amounts of highly-processed and environmentally unsustainable options.

However, under the right regulatory conditions, food advertising can help drive

consumer demand for sustainable and healthy food options while reducing

demand for unhealthy and unsustainable foods. 

Concrete measures to implement

Measures to regulate food advertising to help drive consumer demand for

sustainable and healthy food options while also reducing demand for unhealthy

and unsustainable foods, among others, include:

Increase research, measurement and attention on the effects of food

marketing at the environmental and societal level, rather than only

https://www.esmmagazine.com/tag/advertising
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195666318307803?ref=pdf_download&fr=RR-2&rr=7f010c388d9a3b14#bib10
https://foodforwardndcs.test/


focusing on the effects of marketing on individual choices and health

outcomes. This can help to build the case for more comprehensive food

marketing regulations. 

Restrict marketing, advertising and other promotional strategies (e.g., in-

store promotions or giveaways) of ultra and highly processed foods on

television, radio, internet, social media and other platforms – in particular,

such marketing that is geared towards children and located in the areas

around schools. Research shows that marketing regulations are effective

at reducing the consumption of unhealthy foods (e.g., junk food or food

items high in fats, sugar and salt). Similar regulations could be

implemented to limit the advertising of food products linked to negative

environmental impacts.

Regulate labelling and marketing to enforce or promote accurate product

information in a standardised, comparable format across food product

categories. Such criteria can include those related to food safety, origin,

nutritional value, labour conditions, resource use and associated

emissions. Conditions for effective labeling include regulations, strategies,

guidelines and instruments that make it mandatory, science- and

evidence-based, front-of-package, incremental, multi-dimensional, clear

and reliable according to national contexts. Labeling also needs to be

credible and actionable. Different options for designing environmental

impact labels include star labels, stoplight labels, nutrition label add-ons

and detailed comparison labels.

Labelling guidelines and strategies should also consider diverse science

and evidence-based FOPL schemes, potentially including interpretive and

informative labelling that accounts for the Codex Alimentarius

Commission guidelines, standards, and recommendations, as well as other

relevant standards. 

Encourage food manufacturers to adopt food labelling that highlights

impacts of products to both the environment and the individual consumer

(i.e., connecting the purchase decision to a direct, tangible impact).

Implement regulations that ensure that foods’ health and sustainability

claims are accurate, and require food packages and menus are clearly

labelled with nutritional information (e.g., calories, fats, including saturated

and trans-fats, sugars, salt, and nutrients) and environmental impacts (e.g.,

carbon, land-use or water ‘footprints’). 

Establish equitable access to fresh, locally produced food in urban and

peri-urban areas (e.g., strengthening or establishing farmers’ markets and
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cooperatives from the surrounding region) and promote it with public

advertising. 

Allocate additional �nance for the marketing and promotion of organic

food (i.e., under rural development programmes), as well as for regionally-

produced food, within national or subnational budgets.

Restrict not only the marketing of certain unhealthy food products, but

also restrict marketing that encourages certain behaviours like excessive

or mindless eating, with special emphasis on considering its impacts on

children. 

Develop and launch advertising campaigns on “ugly produce” (fruits and

vegetables) to raise awareness that these products offer the same

nutritional value, taste and aroma as their more conventional looking

counterparts.

Educate consumers about how healthy foods are not always

environmentally sustainable, such as by providing information on the

expected range of sustainability levels within “healthy food” categories, or

emphasising that healthy food can exhibit a broad range of sustainability

levels. Ideally, complement this awareness campaign with policies that

incentivise manufacturers of healthy foods (or perceived healthy foods) to

adopt production practices that minimise negative environmental

impacts. 

Improve nutritional care in health care system programming to bolster

public education about the health bene�ts of heathy and sustainable diets.

Enabling governance measures

Policies, guidelines and public investment decisions should be coherent

and align across different levels of governance. 

Offer technical assistance and guidelines to help suppliers and retailers

measure key sustainability and health information about their products.

This support aims to enable the design of more accurate advertising and

labelling, ensuring consumers ultimately receive reliable information.

Increase food literacy among consumers (i.e., consumers’ nutritional

knowledge and understanding of food labels). In developing countries, this

may also entail increasing general literacy.

Make healthy and sustainable food more affordable for consumers, such as

through subsidies and social protection measures.
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Tools and MRV systems to monitor progress

Mitigation bene�ts

Regulatory measures aimed at limiting the promotion, and ultimately

decreasing the consumption, of unhealthy, highly- and ultra-processed

food items can help reduce diet-related greenhouse gas emissions from

food production and processing.   

Other environmental bene�ts

Limiting the promotion of speci�c food items that cause outsized levels of

pollution (e.g., from industrial processes of manufacturing), leading to their

reduced production, can concurrently decrease associated pollution levels

and enhance air quality.

Adaptation bene�ts

Just as healthy natural ecosystems are more resilient to climate change,

so too are human and societal ecosystems. Regulating the advertising of

unhealthy foods improves the diets and health of people. Transitioning to

healthy diets considerably reduces the prevalence of diet-related non-

communicable diseases, as well as morbidity and mortality, and it

increases physical and mental resilience. 

2011 Quebec study

Assess the impacts of food advertising regulations by measuring consumer
choices before and after the implementation of policy measures

Link: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1509/jmkr.48.5.799
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https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(21)00254-0/fulltext#seccestitle140
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/11/cop27-how-mental-health-and-human-resilience-are-key-to-climate-action/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9272027/#:~:text=Environmental%20benefits%20of%20healthy%20eating,and%20carbon%2Dbased%20GHG%20emissions.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9272027/#:~:text=Environmental%20benefits%20of%20healthy%20eating,and%20carbon%2Dbased%20GHG%20emissions.
https://rightasrain.uwmedicine.org/body/food/healthy-eating-for-resilience
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1509/jmkr.48.5.799


Other sustainable development bene�ts

SDG 3 (Good health and well-being): improved health outcomes due to

decreased rates of obesity and diet-related non-communicable diseases.

SDG 12 (Responsible consumption and production): more sustainable

consumption and production patterns due to increased awareness and

understanding of the sustainability impacts associated with food products;

reduced food loss from production of processed foods.

SDG 15 (Life on land): increased conservation and sustainable use of

terrestrial ecosystems and biodiversity due to reduced demand for and

production of unsustainable foods.

Main implementation challenges and potential
negative externalities and trade-offs

Barriers to implementing strong restrictions on advertising of food items

include poor monitoring of the advertising industry; weak regulatory

enforcement; opposition from food industry lobby groups; poor

intersectoral collaboration; and weak scienti�c criteria underlying the

de�nition of ‘unhealthy’ or ‘unsustainable’ food. 

Without careful design, new sustainability labelling policies could

contribute to higher food prices for consumers. This is because additional

production requirements that minimise negative environmental impacts

could be slow, dif�cult to implement and impose signi�cant costs to

companies. There is the potential for these costs to be passed on to

consumers.  

New labelling policies could lead to misinformation such as greenwashing,

where companies attempt to “deceive” the system by embellishing their

sustainability/health labels in order to attract consumer attention. 

Measures to minimize challenges and address
potential negative externalities and trade-offs

All regulatory measures to incentivise a transition to more sustainable and

healthier diets – including restrictions on advertising and marketing or

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10453145/
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mandatory labelling –must consider the local cultural context and food

security requirements.

To address costs associated with shifts in production processes, policy

programmes could provide funds and assistance to producers to facilitate

implementation of new labelling/marketing requirements. 

To address greenwashing, labels could be required to provide

sustainability and nutritional information which is detailed and

comprehensive yet succinct and easily understood. 

Implementation costs

The economic mitigation potential of shifting to sustainable and healthy diets

ranges from 1.8–3.4 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent per year, at

prices of USD 20–100 per metric ton of carbon dioxide. The feasibility of

creating economically viable transitions to more sustainable and healthy diets

that also respect food security requirements depend largely on local contexts.

Intervention in practice

The Chile Food Labelling and Advertising Regulation of 2016 restricts the

advertising directed at children under the age of 14 for foods high in fat,

sugar and salt, including on television programmes, internet, radio and in

magazines. The law also banned promotional strategies for these foods

such as cartoons or advertising in schools. Consequently, child-directed

marketing decreased signi�cantly. In addition, purchases of products high

in calories, sugar, saturated fat and sodium declined. 
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