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Content Analysis of Television Food Advertisements Aimed at 
Children: Case Study of Lagos and Ibadan

Advertisement is one of the major components of the food 
environment which influences in childhood food choices. 
This study was conducted to analyze the content of food 
advertisements aimed at children in Lagos and Ibadan, Nigeria. 
Advertisement samples which were aired between March 2016 
to April 2016 were collected from six television stations. A total 
of 58 advertisments aimed at children were coded and analysed 
thematically. 
Beverages, fruit drinks and soft drinks were the most frequently 
advertised (32.8%). Butter and margarine had the highest mean 
duration of time spent for advertisement (47.00± 22.91 seconds), 
while the mean time for all the advertisement was 34.72±14.05 
seconds. Although 82.8% of the advertisements had a slogan, 
about half of them (48.3%) carried no nutrition message. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Media, especially television provides information 

that can reach a large population at the same 

time since it is available and watched by a vast 

number of individuals. The television is a 

powerful medium for marketing and advertising 

products (1). It has long been recognised that 

the media’s reach and prevalence in every day 

life makes it a natural expansion of people’s 

interpersonal network. This implies that the 

media influences and encourages conversation 

topics among friends and family that further 

shape individual perspectives (2) . Television 

advertisements usually appear between shows, 

but also interrupt the programme at intervals. 

This method is used to capture the attention of 

the audience and keep the viewer focused on 

the television shows so that the channel will not 

be changed as they patiently watch the 

advertisement while they wait for the next 

segment of the programme. This technique adds 

suspense, especially if the break occurs at a cliff 

hanger moment in the show (3). In most 

developing countries, television is increasingly 

becoming a good medium to advertise to a large 

audience. Globalization has resulted in greater 

variety, availability and diversity of food and this 

has led to an increase in food products in the 

market, no doubt, competitions has intensified. 

Consequently, consumers are becoming savvy 

and selective in their decision when purchasing. 

Persuasive messages are then used by 

marketers to increase consumer’s motivation. 

Television food advertising employs innovative 

and compelling strategies to attract viewers and 

influence product recognition. Therefore, it is 

possible that the popularity of a celebrity who is 

featured in the advertisement suggest that the 

audience’s personal preferences and tastes can 

influenced. Marketers are attracted to the child 

market because of their strong inflence on family 

buying decisions and it offers marketers gain the 

opportunity to gain a life time customer (4). 

Owing to these facts, companies therefore 

invest more in their advertisements as children 

are life consumers of their product. It  was 

estimated that in the United States, annual 

expenditure of food industry could reach up to  

$2.3 billion in advertisements (5;6).  

Television viewing and advertisement is a 

contributing factor to obesity in children as it 

reduces physical activity, promotes consumption 

of snacks, sweetened beverages and fast foods 

(7; 8; 9). Though most of the television 

commercials are usually 30 seconds in length, 

children are exposed to the behaviour and 

attitudes of television characters in programs for 

much longer periods (10). Childhood obesity has 

become a grave public health problem and 

growing evidence has shown that obese children 

will eventually grow to become obese adults with 

related health consequences especially non 

communicable disease and increased mortality 

in adulthood (11; 12; 13; 14). Numerous studies 

have shown the association between the 

number of hours spent for food advertisements 

on television and the prevalence of obesity(7; 

15). Television advertising contributes to 

childhood obesity by an estimated 16–40% in 

the USA, 10–28% in Australia and Italy and 4–

18% in Britain (15). However, there are few 

studies in food advertising aimed at children on 

television in Nigeria. The Nigerian broadcasting 

commission stated that 37.3 million households 

in Nigeria have access to television (16). Such a 

large viewership is significant as it the television 

often occupies a central point in many homes. 

Many homes have arranged their furniture, 

meals and conversation around the television 

set (17). In Nigeria, where a prevalence 18% 

obesity and 11.4% overweight among school 

aged children has been reported (18; 19). It is 

not known what contributing factors food advert 

may be contributing. Since poor nutritional 

behaviours in childhood have been found to 

contribute to chronic health problems in 

adulthood (20) and these poor nutritional 

behaviours are usually imbibed from the media 

(21), it is imperative to analyse the content of 

television food advertisement aimed at children. 

Though studies have revealed that children’s 

television programs feature considerably more 
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unhealthy foods compared with shows targeting 

youths and adults (22), the frequency of how 

these foods are presented should be 

determined. It is therefore necessary to explore 

the content of food advertisements aimed at 

children in some television stations in Nigeria. 

METHODOLOGY 

Data Collection 

Video clips of advertisements aired for 31 days 

between March and April 2016 were obtained 

from five television stations in Lagos and Ibadan, 

South Western Nigeria. Data was collected on 

the number of food-related TV advertisements; 

time allocated to each advert and the content 

and approach used by advertisers to market 

their products.Children-targeted 

advertisements, in the context of this study are 

those which are designed on the basis of visual 

and auditory cues, including the presence of 

child actors or narrators, verbal appeals to a 

child audience and the presence of products 

marketed specifically to children. The selected 

advertisements in this study were those that 

featured children less than 13years. This age 

group may possess money and freedom to 

purchase food especially at school, and may 

have linguistic skills to persuade parents to buy 

foods advertised on television ( 23). 

Data Analysis 

Advertised foods were coded into six groups 

namely: Beverages/ fruit drink/ soft drinks, 

Pasta/cereals, Dairy and dairy products, 

Butter/magarine, Boullion cubes and  

Convenience/fast foods. 

Features of advertisements were coded in 

several ways; the description of the nutrition 

claim as verbal  or visual nutrition-related 

messages in the advertisements were coded as 

low fat/no cholesterol, rich in fiber, vitamins or 

minerals, low in sodium, natural, low in calories/ 

energy giving.  The human characters (both 

children and adults) in each advertisment were 

coded according to their sex, ethnicity, whether 

characters were shown eating, and the eating 

location (coded as home, in a restaurant, in a 

car, outside, or elsewhere). The meal timing was 

coded as breakfast, lunch, dinner, snack, or non-

discernible. If multiple eating locations or times 

were depicted, the one with the longest duration 

was recorded. The inclusion or non-inclusion of 

a slogan at the end of the advertisement was 

also coded. Duration of advertisement of the 

various food groups (in seconds was measured). 

Nutrient content of all advertised products were 

extracted from nutrition facts labels of the 

advertised foods obtained by visiting grocery 

stores and company websites. Data collected 

from the nutritional fact labels include serving 

size (g or mL),servings per container, calories 

(kcal), calories from fat, total fat (g), saturated fat 

(g), cholesterol (mg), sodium  (mg), 

carbohydrate (g), fiber (g), sugar (g), protein (g);  

sodium, carbohydrate, fiber; vitamin A, vitamin 

C, calcium and iron. 

RESULTS 

Types of Advertisments aired 

A total of 58 advertisments were obtained from 

six (6) television stations in the cities of Ibadan 

and Lagos, southwestern Nigeria over the study 

period. The distribution of different food groups 

obtained from the advertisements showed that 

beverages/ fruit drink/ soft drinks were the most 

frequently advertised (32.8%), followed  by 

convenience food/fast foods (24.1%) and dairy 

foods (17.2%). Others include bread/cereals 

(10.3%), boullion cubes (8.9 %) and  

butter/magarine (6.9%). There was no 

representation of fruits and vegetables, meats, 

poultry and fish. 

Features of the Advertisments 

Adults and children appeared together as 

presenters of the main characters in many of the  

advertisements (41.4%). Six of the 

advertisements did not have human presenters 

at all (10.3%). Both males and females featured 

in the advertisements. Local (Nigerian) 

characters occupied the majority of the roles 

(77.6%). Most of the food advertisements had no 

specific meal timimg, thoughfoods advertised as 

snacks featured prominently (24.1%).  
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Table 1: Features of advertisements 

Feature Frequency  Percentage 

Presenters of Advertisement 

Both Adults and Children 24 41.4 

Children alone 18 31.0 

Family 4 6.9 

Celebrities and Children 4 6.9 

Animation Cartoon Characters 1 1.7 

Mixture of Children & Animation Cartoon 

Characters 
1 1.7 

No human presenters 6 10.3 

Sex of presenters 

Males only 9 15.5 

Females only 9 15.5 

Both males and females 34 58.6 

 None 6 10.3 

Ethnicity of presenters 

Local (Nigerian) 45 77.6 

Foreign (Caucasian) 2 3.4 

Both local and Foreign 4 6.9 

Not discernible 7 12.1 

Meal timing    

Breakfast 9 15.5 

Lunch 10 17.2 

Dinner 6 10.3 

Snack time 14 24.1 

No specific meal occasion 19 32.7 

 

Nutrition messages/claims and slogans in 

the advertisements 

As shown in Table 2, most of the advertisements 

did not feature any nutrition-related messages 

(48.3%). For those with nutrition messages, the 

emphasis was on the vitamin and mineral 

content of the foods, followed by their natural 

ingredients.  There was usually a slogan at the 

end of each advert (82.8%).
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Table 2:  Type of nutrition messages and slogans in the advertisements. 

Variable Frequency  Percentage 

Nutrition Messages 

None 28 48.3 

Vitamins and minerals 17 29.3 

Natural ingredients 9 15.5 

Low fat 3 5.2 

Energy-giving 1 1.7 

Slogans used in the advertisement 

No 10 17.2 

Yes 48 82.8 

  

Duration of advertisements 

Average duration of all the advertisements was 

34.72 ± 14.05 seconds (Table 3) Advertisement 

for the butter/magarine food group had the 

highest mean time of 47.00 ± 22.91 seconds per 

airing slot.. Beverages/ fruit drinks/ soft drinks  

had the lowest mean time of 30.74±10.80 

seconds. 

 

Table 3: Duration of  advertisements per airing slot 

Food group Frequency Mean 

(seconds) 

Standard 

Deviation 

Butter /magarine 4 47.00 22.91 

Boullion cubes 5 43.60 13.79 

Bread/Cereal/Grains 6 38.00 7.97 

Convienience foods 14 33.29 14.99 

Dairy 10 33.00 15.48 

Beverages /soft drinks/fruit 

drinks 

19 30.74 10.80 

Total 58 34.72 14.050 

Nutrient Content of Advertised Foods 

Table 4 shows the nutrient content of all the 

advertised products as shown by the food labels. 

The average serving size for all foods in this 

study was 98g (range 70 - 100),with an average 

of 358.93 calories (kcal)/serving (range, 42–894) 

of which carbohydrate was 37.52g ( ±28.84), 

protein was 7.99g (± 6.58) and total fat was 

13.60g (±21.72). Fat soluble vitamins A had a 

mean of 2122.77IU (± 6238.56), Vitamin D had 

a mean of 40.20(± 99.15) µg, Vitamin E had a 

mean of 4.22 (±9.95) IU and Vitamin K had a 

mean of 1.45(± 3.81)µg. Of all the water-soluble 

vitamins, Vitamin B3 had the highest mean  of 
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4.96±9.10 mg while vitamin B5 had the lowest 

mean of 0.98±2.70 mg among the Vitamin B 

complex. Vitamin C had a mean of 10.79±24.67 

mg. Minerals were also present in the  nutritional 

fact labels. Iron had a mean of 8.34±15.40 mg, 

Calcium had a mean of 135.19±255.06 mg, 

Iodine had a mean of 163.09±768.25 µg and 

Sodium had a mean of 1167.98±4530 mg.  

 

Table 4: Nutrient Content of Advertised Foods (average) 

Nutrients Mean Standard Deviation 

Energy 358.93 kcal 209.54 

Carbohydrate 37.52 g 28.84 

Protein 7.99 g 6.58 

Total fat 13.90g 21.72 

Saturated Fat 5.87g 10.0 

Cholesterol 0.04g 0.19 

Fibre 1.5g 2.25 

Vitamin A 2127.77 IU 6238.54 

Vitamin B1 1.89mg 4.35 

Vitamin B2 1.31mg 2.62 

Vitamin B3 4.96mg 9.10 

Vitamin B5 0.98mg 2.70 

Vitamin B12 1.62mg 2.12 

Vitamin C 10.79g 24.67 

Vitamin D 40.20 µg 99.15 

Vitamin E 4.22 IU 9.95 

Vitamin k 1.45 µg 3.81 

Sodium 1167.98mg 4530.13 

Iron 8.34mg 15.40 

Iodine 163.09 µg 768.25 

Calcium 135.19mg 255.06 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, all the advertised foods targeted at 

children were processed foods. The food groups 

that featured in the advertisements include 

beverages/ fruit drink/ soft drinks, pasta/cereals, 

dairy and dairy products, butter/magarine, 

convenience/fast foods and buillion cubes. In 

comparison to MyPlate  - the commonly used 

food guide with five food groups and their 

relative proportions arranged in a plate (figure 1), 

it can be observed that products in the protein as 

well as  vegetables group were missing in 
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children’s foods adverts. However the grains 

were represented by pasta and cereals while 

fruit were only represented in the beverages 

adverts. Fruit drinks and soft drinks do not count 

as fruit portions in dietary guidelines. 

 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/kids Washington,   DC.  

Accessed September 5, 2018. 

 

High level of consumption of sugary drinks (24), 

convenience foods (25) and confectionery 

products (26) have been linked to increased 

body mass index amongst children. Also, 

advertisements influence children’s food choice 

via their purchase request to their parents and 

consumption (27, 28). In a previous study in 

South Africa, parents believed that television 

advertisement do affect their children’s 

nutritional choices as children prefer unhealthy 

foods such as snack foods which makes it less 

likely that the children will eat nutritious meals 

(4).  

Most of the advertised food products had no 

nutrition message but there were few nutrition- 

related messages, possibly because children 

are likely to be more concerned with a food’s 

flavors, taste and colours than its nutrient giving 

characteristics.The most common nutrition-

related message in this sample was that the 

advertised product contains vitamins  and 

minerals and some natural ingredients. This 

information can easily be verified by consumers, 

and it can be used to decide whether the product 

meets their own dietary standards. The nutrition  

messages in food advertisement is important as 

the information offered in the food 

advertisements has an effect on food choice and 

preference which also can affect their nutritional 

status ( 29,30). 

Most of the characters used were Nigerians, and 

attempted to depict how  a well nourished 

Nigerian child looks like. The use of Nigerian 

children and adults in the advertisements aims 

to establish that  the product is essential for the 

Nigerian child. The strategies used by 

advertisers in the Nigeria television media are 

similar to those seen in other studies (31,32,33,) 

in that they include persuasive appeals and 

themes that target more than one sensory mode, 

namely vision and auditory modes. In this  study 

the advertisers used a mixture of personalities, 

such as celebrities, adults and children, children 

only and cartoon characters, to advertise food  

products.  Adults with children were mostly used 

by the advertisers and this may be due to the 

knowledge that parents have an important role 

in children’s acquisition of consumer knowledge 

and skills. It is also well known that celebrities in 

advertisement  may popularise a product since 

children tend to idolize and respect them. The 

majority of advertisements that used celebrities 

in this study were beverages and dairy products 

using popular sportsmen and having male 

children as their target. These food products are 

said to provide essential nutrient and vitality 

needed for  physical activities and sporting 

games. 

Most of the advertisements in this study had 

slogans at the end of the advert. Advertisements 

for  drinks in the study also contained depictions 

of intense pleasure sensations , taste and fun. A 

study found out that children who recognise 

characters, logos and slogans from 

advertisements have been shown to be more 

likely to select those products and brands when 

they see them (34). Visual familiarity is a key 

concept in children’s decision to try a novel food 

item (35). Since brief exposure to television food 

advertisement can influence children food 

preferences (36), then children’s preference for 
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these advertised products may be significantly 

influenced. 

Limitations of study 

Data collection was collected within a month and 

this sample of advertisements may not depict the 

advertisement shown throughout the year. In 

addition, the viewing hours and the number of 

times the children are exposed to these 

advertisement was not captured in this study. 

These call for futher research as they could have 

important inputs into policy-making targeted at 

advertising to children in Nigeria. 
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