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Impact of health marketing on the intake of sugars by children
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The UK population consumes too much Free Sugars, which is also the case in other countries –making it a problem of global import-
ance(1,2). The negative consequences of Free Sugars intake include dental caries and obesity, and effective interventions to reduce this
intake are therefore needed. Public Health England launched a Change4Life ‘Sugar Smart’ campaign in 2016, as part of their range of
measures aiming to combat childhood obesity. The aims of this project were 1) to determine any impact of the Sugar Smart Campaign
on dietary behaviour and 2) to evaluate the impact of the campaign on parental awareness of dietary sugars, and parental perception
of any impact on their child’s sugars intake.

A mixed methods evaluation was used to examine the impact of the campaign on the intake of sugars by boys and girls aged 5-11
years, from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds from across England. The social marketing company TNS BMRB was used
to recruit participants who had previously signed up to Change4Life campaigns. Participants were asked to complete two dietary
recalls at 5-time points; pre-campaign, peak-campaign and 1, 10 and 12-months post-campaign using the online dietary recall tool
INTAKE24(3). Any changes in Total and Free Sugars intake was determined using paired analysis.

A purposive sub-sample of 44 parents who had previously completed dietary recalls were contacted by email one-year post-
campaign and asked to take part in an additional one-to-one semi-structured telephone interview. Interviews were digitally recorded,
transcribed verbatim, and thematically coded using NVivo 11.0 software. The constant comparative technique was employed, along
with the Framework analysis approach.

Dietary recalls were completed by 539 parents. A statistically significant decrease was reported in the percentage energy from Total
Sugars across all time points compared to baseline, including 12-months post campaign (0.9 %, p < 0.05). Percentage energy from
non-milk extrinsic sugars significantly decreased at peak campaign (0.9 %, p < 0.05), however, there was no significant decrease at
any post campaign time point. A decrease in the contribution of fresh fruit to total sugars intake over the 12-month period was
also found.

Data saturation was reached at 27 qualitative interviews. Analysis identified an overall raised parental awareness of sugars intake by
their children, as well as a raised knowledge of sugars in general, one-year post campaign. There was a parental desire to reduce child
sugars intake, and the campaign facilitated changes in some household shopping such as a reduction in the purchasing of sugary cer-
eals and drinks. However, a number of barriers to reducing sugars intake were reported including cost, hidden sugars and habit.

The national Sugar Smart health marketing campaign had a positive short-term impact in reducing Free Sugars intake by children.
Qualitative findings suggest the approach was successful in driving the desire for change, as the campaign helped to facilitate a culture
change, an improved consumer demand, and behaviour change. Parents perceived the campaign to be successful in providing them
with a raised awareness and understanding of sugars intake by their children, one-year following the campaign.
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