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Summary

Purpose: Within marketing and consumer research, prior studies have often
tackled children's decisions concerning food in a fragmented manner, either by looking
solely at attitudes or behaviours. Such an approach restricts the comprehensive
comprehension of children as consumers. This study examines how marketing actions
(specifically, the word claim used) help encourage children to prefer healthier choices.
Design/methodology/Approach: 215 children, aged 6 to 9, took part in a simulated food
choice task, with participants drawn from two schools in Zagreb. Parents gave their
written informed consent for their child's involvement in the study. Findings and
implications: The results emphasise the significant role of specific word claims like
,healthy”, |, popular” and , tasty" or emoticons ,,smiley”, , heart” and ,,muscle” in
influencing children's food choices. Utilising these claims increases the likelihood of
children opting for healthier food options. These insights hold practical implications for
crafting interventions that promote healthier eating habits in children. Limitations:
Hypothetical food choices may not fully represent children's behaviours in real-life
settings. Exploring alternative labelling strategies beyond word claims would allow for
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comparisons and identification of effective methods to motivate healthy choices.
Originality: By investigating the impact of marketing activities on children's healthy food
choices, this study introduced an innovative perspective, focusing on the effectiveness of
word claims and emoticons as labelling strategies. These results enhance our
comprehension of the factors influencing children's dietary decisions and provide a basis
for developing interventions to cultivate healthier eating habits.

Keywords: marketing activities, children; healthy food choices; word claims;
labelling.

1. INTRODUCTION

With immense economic implications, children's food choices significantly
impact their overall well-being. Despite appearing straightforward, these choices are
complex and influenced by various factors (Kdster, 2009). Extensive efforts are made to
promote healthier eating (Hawkes et al., 2020). However, children's health is not
improving: globally, the number of school-age children with obesity has risen over ten
times in 40 years (Unicef, 2021). As Cooke and Wardle (2005) stated, children mostly
prefer high-energy (unhealthy) foods and have an aversion to fruits and vegetables
(Russell & Worsley, 2007). Researchers are focusing on strategies to change children's
eating habits (Albani et al., 2018; John & Chaplin, 2022). Early behaviour changes can
benefit kids and society in the long-term (Skinner et al., 2002). However, we still don't
fully understand what shapes children's preferences for healthy food from a young age.

Current literature observes that children consume less food when described as
"healthy" (Maimaran & Fishbach, 2014). Therefore, it is necessary to find marketing
activities that aim to change behavior without directly mentioning the benefits of eating
healthy food. On the other hand, information to more nutritious food choices is welcomed
positively (Campos et al., 2011; Drichoutis et al., 2006). For example, providing positive
food-related details (i.e., word claims) led to more positive food preferences among
consumers (Kozup et al., 2003). For this purpose, it is necessary to examine whether
adding word claims to food can promote the choice of healthy food in 6- and 9-year-old
children.

While the impact of information has been well-documented in exploring
effective interventions for influencing food choices, recent attention has turned towards
the concept of nudging, which offers a promising avenue for behaviour change (Cordts,
2021). Building upon the understanding that descriptors can influence children's food
preferences and considering the success of nudging interventions across age groups
(Ensaff, 2021), it becomes crucial to delve deeper into the potential of incorporating
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positive word claims to encourage healthy food selection among 6- and 9-year-old
children.

Based on consumer research, this study investigates nudging intervention
through labelled food choices in the early literacy stage. Interventions to improve health
outcomes are challenging for children aged 5 to 11 years due to low health literacy (Ogden
et al., 2014; Privitera et al., 2015). However, children aged 7-11 begin to spend their own
money (McNeal, 1999), show independence (Dockett & Perry, 2001), and their cognitive
abilities develop linearly (Piaget, 1963). Therefore, this article advances our
understanding of children's decision-making in the food domain by exploring food word
claims as essential drivers of healthy food choices.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

In modern economies, children influence an estimated four-fifths of family food
purchases (Hunter, 2002). Despite the importance of their role in family food purchasing,
our understanding of children's food choices needs to be more studied (Delesus et al.,
2019; Delesus et al., 2020). Adequately accounting for children's food behaviour is vital
since early learning significantly determines their future consumer behaviour as adults
(Skinner et al., 2002).

Within the realm of food marketing research, a collective body of literature
(Beattie & McGuire, 2020; Craeynest et al., 2005; Guthrie et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2019;
Vandenbroele et al., 2020) emphasises the imperative of developing effective nudging
interventions to instigate a transformation in children's dietary behaviours concerning
both healthy and unhealthy food choices. These studies highlight the necessity of crafting
interventions that press children toward making favourable dietary selections, aligning
with health-oriented objectives. The insights drawn from this assemblage of research
underscore the significance of tailored strategies aimed at shaping young consumers'
preferences and choices within the complex food consumption landscape.

Preschool-age children (3-5 years old) may perceive a food presented as
"healthy" as less attractive and consume less of it than when it is shown as "yummy" or
in a neutral manner (Maimaran & Fishbach, 2014). The same preference was found in
children 9 to 11 years old (Wardle & Huon, 2000) with reduced willingness to ask parents
to buy a beverage labelled as "healthy". If food is presented to children (using marketing
activities) as "healthy," most marketing activities target cognitive processes of conscious
thoughts. That suggests that campaigns that use the terminology "healthy" to improve
children's diets may be counterproductive (Marty et al., 2018).
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Creative names associated with fruit can nudge children towards healthier
choices (Greene et al., 2017). Type of food message (word claim) affects children's food
choices, and there is longstanding evidence regarding what increases the choice of
unhealthy food options. Namely, TV commercials for sugary foods influenced first
graders to choose more sugary foods (Goldberg et al., 1978) and viewing candy
commercials encouraged children to pick candy over fruit as a snack (Gorn & Goldberg,
1982).

Also, researchers have found that simple interventions with emoticons and
claims can encourage children to choose healthier food (Privitera et al., 2015; 2014).
Emoticon is an image-based tagging strategy in which we create the emotional association
of health using simple emoticons (happy = healthy). The conclusion of a study conducted
by Gallo et al. (2017) states that children respond positively to using emotions to talk
about how they feel about different food choices. However, it is still unclear if there is a
link between emoticons and food choices. Siegel et al. (2015) used green (happy)
emoticons next to nonfat plain white milk, fruits, vegetables, and a main course to
encourage healthy food purchases. The intervention increased the investment of plain
white milk without fat and decreased the purchase of chocolate milk. De Vries Mecheva
et al. (2021) tested the effectiveness of green-red (happy-sad) emoticons and peer
influence on healthy food choices.

Nudging interventions and the issue of their effectiveness are also becoming
increasingly important in the age of digitisation due to increasingly frequent decision-
making in a digital environment (Weinmann et al., 2016). There is an increasing number
of conceptual works on digital nudging (Hummel & Maedche, 2019; Ledderer et al.,
2020; Mirsch et al., 2017). Given the widespread use of technology in everyday life, more
and more purchases and life decisions are made via screens. In the digital context, users
often engage in rapid and automated decision-making, which makes them prone to
making flawed decisions. In this context, digital nudging can be an effective tool to guide
users' decision-making (Mirsch et al., 2017), especially when nudging towards healthy
food is analysed (Eltahir & Xing, 2021; Patel & Volpp, 2015; Starke et al., 2021).

Labelling (i.e., claims or emoticons) in the digital environment, cartoon
characters, and traffic-light system information may also influence children's food
choices (Velazquez et al., 2021). However, more research is needed to determine what
type of word claims or which emoticons are attached to healthy foods, which may increase
their appeal and encourage children to choose healthy food (Gallo et al., 2017). Therefore,
it is necessary to test whether adding word claims or emoticons can influence behaviour
without directly mentioning the benefits of healthy food consumption. Such findings
could have a positive impact on children's healthier diets.
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For the last two decades, there has been a rapid growth of research through
experiments with children and testing the effectiveness of interventions aimed at
changing food choice behaviour (Cadario & Chandon, 2020; List et al., 2021; Overcash,
2019; Rausch et al., 2013). The experiments were carried out in school canteens,
kindergartens, restaurants, and supermarkets. The authors concluded that interventions
involving children affect their skills and final economic choice, ultimately affecting
current and future behaviour. List et al. (2021) state that the interventions should be
carried out at school because they are children in a natural environment. The interventions
are an excellent experiment tool because they are suitable for children aged 6 to 12, whose
cognitive abilities grow linearly at that age. They gain independence by spending their
own money on snacks and toys.

The present study hypothesises that labelling healthy food with different word
claims and emoticons in a digital environment can increase children's hypothetical
healthy food choices. As children's cognitive abilities increase linearly at this age and
they become more independent in their consumption decisions, in the analyses that
follow, children were combined into one younger (6-7 years) and one older (8-9 years)

group.

3. PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Economics
and Business Zagreb, which confirms strict adherence to the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child and the European Convention on the Exercise of Children's Rights.
All applicable institutional and governmental regulations concerning the ethical use of
human volunteers were adhered to during this study. In addition, the entire research was
explained to each child and their written consent was obtained. Participants were children
from two schools in the city of Zagreb, where principals agreed to conduct the research.
Within these schools, parents of children attending first, second, and third grade (years 6-
9) were asked to give written informed consent for their child to participate. Age groups
were chosen to capture developmental changes in cognitive ability and the onset of formal
schooling. The sample consisted of 215 children (M = 7.70; SD = .883; 51.6% girls): 87
participants were aged 6-7 (51 girls), and 128 participants were aged 8-9 (61 girls).
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Table 1. Number of children by age and gender

Gender
Age Girls Boys Total
6 9 10 19
7 41 27 68
8 42 44 86
9 19 23 42
Total 111 104 215

Source: Created by the authors

Children were tested individually in a quiet room alone with an adult facilitator.
Children received touch-screen tablets (25 cm diagonal screen). Each session began with
a short description of the study. Children were told that they would answer several
questions and solve choice tasks.

The task for children was to make eight choices between one healthy food item
— an apple — and one unhealthy food item — chocolate pudding. Always seeing the same
pair of images, as shown in Figure 1, children made choices with the apple presented
without (control) or with word claims ("healthy", "popular", "tasty") and emojis
("smiley", "heart", "muscle").

Figure 1. Hypothetical Food Choice — Healthy vs. Unhealthy Food Products with
Different Claims and Emojis

-
<
A

Source: Created by the authors
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4. RESULTS

The hypothetical food choice task was assigned to participants, and the group
means were examined. Three relevant findings emerged. First, the group with the
"healthy" claim placed next to the healthy food demonstrated a lower standard for
younger (M = 1.10, SD = .306) and older children (M = 1.16, SD = .365) than the control
group (younger: M = 1.20, SD = .399; older: M = 1.27, SD = .447). Second, the group
with the "tasty" claim placed next to the healthy food demonstrated a lower mean for
younger (M = 1.13, SD =.347) and older children (M = 1.16, SD =.372) compared to the
control group. Third, the group with the "popular" claim placed next to the healthy food
demonstrated a higher mean for younger (M = 1.33, SD = .474) and older children (M =
1.32, SD = .468). In general, these results indicate that the presence of the claims
"healthy" and "tasty" in equal measure improves the choice of healthy food, while the
claim "popular" negatively affects the choice of healthy food. As far as the difference
between age groups is concerned, there is no statistically significant difference. Both age
groups react similarly to health claims.

Figure 2. Mean hypothetical food choice scores for each claim group

more unhealthy/

less healthy . 6- and 7- years olds

2.00 . 8- and 9- years olds

1.50

Mean Score
—
o
o
1

0.50

Hypothetical Food Choice

0 =
moreheaithy ~ Control  Healthy Tasty Popular
less unhealthy

Hypothetical Food Choice Group

Note. Higher scores indicate unhealthier food choices; lower scores indicate
healthier food choices. Source: Created by the authors

61



POSLOVNA IZVRSNOST ZAGREB, GOD. XVII (2023) BR. 2 Skala D., Gacesa D. & Brecic R.: The impact of marketing activities on children’s healthy...

As for healthy food choices marked with emojis, the results are as follows. First,
the group with the "smiley" emoji placed next to the healthy food demonstrated a lower
mean for younger (M = 1.09, SD = .291) and older children (M = 1.13, SD = .341) than
the control group (younger: M = 1.25, SD = .437; older: M = 1.29, SD = .455). Second,
the group with the "heart" emoji placed next to the healthy food demonstrated a lower
mean for younger (M = 1.15, SD = .359) and older children (M = 1.17, SD = .379)
compared to the control group. Third, the group with the "muscle" emoji placed next to
the healthy food demonstrated a lower mean for younger (M = 1.17, SD =.380) and older
children (M = 1.12, SD = .323). In general, these results indicate that the presence of all
three emoji's in equal measure improves the choice of healthy food. As far as the
difference between age groups is concerned, there is no statistically significant difference,
and it can be concluded that both age groups react similarly to health claims.

Figure 3. Mean hypothetical food choice scores for each emoji group
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Note. Higher scores indicate unhealthier food choices; lower scores indicate
healthier food choices. Source: Created by the authors

5. DISCUSSION

The study explores the impact of marketing activities (labelling healthy foods
with word claims and emoticons) on children's healthy food choices. Specifically, it
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examines how labelling healthy food options with word claims and emoticons may
encourage children to choose healthy options. This paper presents two significant
contributions.

Firstly, the paper extends our understanding of how marketing activities (on how
word claims attached to foods) affect food choices. While previous work establishes that
these claims can influence children's behaviour (Gallo et al., 2017), the effects of specific
claims remain mixed (Maimaran & Fishbach, 2014). In this study, the claims "healthy"
and "tasty" had a positive effect on the likelihood of children choosing an apple over a
chocolate pudding). This reinforces the view that word claims can affect children's food
choices and that a "healthy" claim may not necessarily have a negative effect on children's
behaviour (Delesus et al., 2019; Maimaran & Fishbach, 2014). Moreover, the results
further expand our understanding by examining how the presence of "tasty" and "popular”
word claims affect food choices.

Secondly, the outcomes highlight the effectiveness of "emolabeling" to promote
children's healthier food choices, particularly for 5- to 11-year-olds (Ogden et al., 2014).
These findings align with previous research that identified promising results in using
emoticons to enhance health literacy (Privitera et al., 2013) and encourage healthier food
choices (Privitera et al., 2014; 2015). The influence of emoticons on children's food
choices underscores the potent impact of visual information on shaping food preferences
in children (Kraak & Story, 2015).

Given the changing landscape of family food shopping driven by retail chains,
these findings have implications for caregivers and marketing managers, especially
concerning healthy and environmentally friendly food products (Hémar-Nicolas & Ezan,
2019). As argued by Wingert et al. (2014), retail chains often target children with
unhealthy but profitable products, contributing to unhealthy food habits. However, retail
chains have recently created promotional activities to increase the purchase of healthy
food by families. For example, the leading retail chain in Croatia designed the loyalty
program "Zdravoljupci" which, over 9 weeks, tried to encourage families with children
to buy fruits and vegetables. The program is designed so that consumers collect points by
purchasing fruits and vegetables, and the points can then be exchanged for plush toys,
which resemble fruits and vegetables in shape and appearance. The program increased
fruit and vegetable purchases by 7-11% (Panzone et al., 2022). The authors stated that
growth continued even after the end of the program. Furthermore, it has been investigated
how nudging in retail chains can encourage the purchase of healthy foods (Gillebaart et
al., 2023). The authors placed screens above fruits and vegetables that displayed an
animated character activated by the passing of consumers. This intervention led to a 17%
increase in vegetable sales. Appropriately designed marketing strategies and promotional
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activities within retail chains can thus play a pivotal role in nudging healthier eating
habits, benefiting public health and commercial interests (Panzone et al., 2022).

5.1. Implications for Managers

The findings from this study hold valuable implications for marketers seeking to
shape children's food preferences early on. The study highlights the potential impact of
employing specific word claims such as "healthy," "popular," and "tasty," as well as the
use of emoticons, to influence children's choices toward healthier foods. Both word
claims and emoticons have demonstrated effectiveness in steering children's food
preferences toward more health-conscious options.

However, given the variability in results, further investigation is warranted to
ascertain the optimal word claims and emoticons that resonate best with different age
groups, thus maximising their efficacy. These insights carry meaningful implications for
policymakers and retailers, providing them with a foundation to formulate impactful
strategies that foster healthier dietary decisions among children.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research Recommendations

Although this study provides notable insights into children's food choices, one
should take certain limitations into account. First, this study measured children's online
hypothetical food choices that are highly likely to be exposed to behavioural biases (e.g.,
desirability bias). Such hypothetical choices might only partially reflect what children
would do in a natural, in-store setting. Therefore, future studies should replicate this study
by including real (in-store) food choices in which children would choose between actual
food options. In this way, it would be possible to see any differences between the online
and authentic environment and determine more precisely whether children's intention to
buy led to purchase behaviour.

The second limitation is related to sample size. Due to the small sample size,
relations of interest were measured separately only for two age groups — a group of
younger (6- to 7-year-olds) and older (8- to 9-year-olds) children. It could be interesting
to measure differences in children's choices in each age group separately (in 6-year-olds,
7-year-olds etc.). A larger sample is required if we wish to do so.

Further, this study tested how two types of labelling, specifically word claims
and emoticons, affect children's food choices. Trying the effect of other labelling
strategies is necessary to find the most effective way to motivate children's health
decisions.
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6. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study demonstrated that marketing activities, explicitly
labelling the healthy option with word claims such as "healthy" or "tasty" and with
emoticons such as "smiley", "heart," or "muscle" can increase the likelihood of choosing
the healthier option among children in early literacy stage. These outcomes emphasise
the potential of interventions focused on food labelling, particularly within the context of
elementary schools, which serve as a natural setting for shaping children's food
preferences.

By targeting this age group during the early years of formal schooling, educators
can leverage a critical period for learning about food and promoting healthy food habits.
Therefore, an elementary school can provide a significant opportunity to influence
children's healthy food behaviours.

The findings from this study extend beyond educators and resonate with
researchers and policymakers dedicated to promoting healthy, conscious decisions among
children. The study emphasises the effectiveness of marketing activities and labelling
interventions. By focusing on elementary schools, interventions can have a lasting impact
on children's behaviours towards healthy eating.
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UTJECAJ MARKETINSKIH AKTIVNOSTI NA ODABIR ZDRAVE HRANE
KOD DJECE

David Skala, Dora Gacéesa & RuZica Brecic¢

SaZetak

Svrha: Unutar podrucja marketinga i istrazivanja potrosaca, prethodne studije
Cesto su se bavile odlukama djece o hrani na fragmentiran nacin, bilo gledajuci iskljucivo
na stavove ili ponasSanja. Takav pristup ogranicava cjelovito shvacanje djece kao
potrosaca. Ova studija ispituje kako marketinske radnje (konkretno, koristena rijec¢
tvrdnja) pomazu potaknuti djecu da preferiraju zdravije izbore. Metodoloski pristup: U
simuliranom zadatku odabira hrane sudjelovalo je ukupno 215 djece u dobi od 6 do 9
godina, a sudionici su bili djeca iz dvije zagrebacke Skole. Od roditelja djece zatrazen je
pismeni informirani pristanak za sudjelovanje njihovog djeteta u istrazivanju. Rezultati i
implikacije: Rezultati naglasavaju znacajnu ulogu specificnih rijeci kao sto su ,,zdravo “,
,,popularno i ,,ukusno* te emotikona ,, smajli¢*, ,,srce”, ,,misi¢ " u utjecaju na djecje
izbore hrane. Koristenje ovih tvrdnji povecava vjerojatnost da ¢e djeca odlucivanje za
zdravije prehrambene opcije. Ovi uvidi imaju prakticne implikacije za osmisljavanje
intervencija koje promicu zdravije prehrambene navike kod djece. Ogranicenja:
Koristenje hipotetskih izbora hrane mozda nece u potpunosti prikazati djecja ponasanja
u stvarnom okruzenju. Istrazivanje alternativnih strategija oznacavanja osim tvrdnji
rije¢cima omogucilo bi usporedbe i identifikaciju ucinkovitih metoda za motiviranje
zdravih izbora. Doprinos: Ovo istrazivanje uvelo je novi pristup ispitivanjem
ucinkovitosti tvrdnji i emooznaka kao strategije oznacavanja za poboljsanje izbora
zdrave hrane. Dobiveni rezultati unapreduju nase razumijevanje temeljnih mehanizama
koji pokrecu djecje odluke o hrani i postavljaju temelje za intervencije usmjerene na
poticanje zdravog ponasanja u podrucju izbora hrane.

Kljucne rijeci: marketinske aktivnosti; djeca; izbor zdrave hrane; tvrdnje na
etiketama, oznacavanje.
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