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Health claims and food advertising: Comparison of marketing and
nutrition experts' ratings of magazine advertisements
s. C. Jones, P. Williams, L. Tapsell and K. Andrews
To determine the nature and differences in expert opinion from the fields of nutrition and marketing on
the use of health claims in the 30 most frequently appearing Australian magazine food advertisements, a
survey was conducted with 28 nutritionists and 21 marketing experts in Australia and New Zealand. The
experts assessed the advertisements with respect to the accuracy of the nutrition claims, the tactics and
intentions of the advertising strategy and the accessibility of the nutrition information to lay consumers. Of
28 advertisements where a claim was identified, for only one did more than 90% believe the claim to be
accurate. Nutritionists were more likely than marketers to perceive that the target audience would identify
with the advertisement, and nutritionists more likely to perceive that the target audience would believe and
misunderstand the nutritional information provided. This research showed that experts in both nutrition
and marketing perceive that there is considerable potential for food advertising to mislead consumers.
Nutrition misinformation can have harmful effects
on health and wellbeing (ADA 2006). The right of
food companies to promote the nutritional value of
their products has been recognised for many years,
but in many countries specific health claims for
foods are still prohibited (Hawkes 2004). Nutrition
marketing of products is widespread and several
studies have shown that when a health claim is made
for a food product consumers view the product as
healthier and are more likely to purchase it (Ford &
others 1996, Mazis & Raymond 1997, Garretson &
Burton 2000). Proponents of food advertising claims
argue that consumers have a right to choose among
alternatives; however, in making those choices, they are
assumed to have the capacity to make a fully informed
choice. Previous research has suggested that while
consumers report that they are interested in nutrition
information or claims about foods, they may lack the
requisite knowledge and skills to evaluate and use this
information appropriately (Burton & others 1994, Roe
& others 1999, Health Canada 2000).
The accuracy with which consumers can interpret
health claims has been examined in only a few studies,
and has generally focused on food packages rather than
advertising. One study of Utah shoppers examining
understanding of health claims for breakfast cereals
reported that only 40% of the consumers could
correctly interpret the health messages, with those with
higher levels of education less likely to misinterpret the
claims (Fullmer & others 1991). Andrews & others
(2000) showed shoppers various labels and found
that a claim of "healthier" resulted in a slightly more
favourable and misleading evaluation of the sodium
content of a canned soup. Another US study found
that even warning statements about risk-increasing
nutrients in a product (such as high sodium) were
overlooked by a significant proportion of consumers in
the presence of a health claim (Murphy & others 1998).
In contrast, other studies have found that consumers
have lower perceptions of the nutritional value of food
products when they are provided with both nutrition
information and a health claim, as opposed to products
with a health claim only (Mazis & Raymond 1997).
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In Australia, five different surveys from 1984 to 1998
all reported that magazines are the most commonly used
source of nutrition information among consumers (Radimer
& Harvey 1995, Kellogg's 1998). Advertisements in print
media such as magazines provide more detailed nutrition
information about food than other advertising media and
often contain health and nutrition claims that influence
purchasing decision (Lohmann & Kant 2000). A few
studies hav.e examined the accuracy of nutrition messages
in articles or features in magazines, and reported that the
level of misinformation was generally low, however, the
same type of examination of nutrition claims made in
food advertisements has not been undertaken (Begley &
Cardwell 1996, Radimer 1996).

Purpose of the study
It has been reported that there are significant differences
between expert nutritionists and consumers in attitudes
to functional foods and health claims made for them
(McConnon & others 2004) In general, consumers say
they are sceptical about the accuracy of such claims made
by food companies and strongly agree with the idea that
health claims should be approved by government (Williams
2005). Experts may be more aware of the processes of
regulation governing development and substantiation of
claims in advertising, and they may feel more confident
about making informed assessments of advertising claims
about nutrition. Experts from fields such as dietetics and
marketing are of interest because they would have an
interest in the impact of advertising on consumers and
because of their assumed ability to evaluate nutritional
accuracy and identify marketing intentions respectively.
A comparison of their relative views would also determine
whether the different base of their expertise resulted in
differences in their interpretations of the content and intent
of the advertisements under study.
This study, an independent expert analysis of message
accuracy and intent, was the second phase of a three-part
study examining current healthy eating campaigns. Phase
1 monitored magazine advertising of food products for
six months in the top 30 selling magazines in Australia
(Williams & others 2007) and analysed the nature and
extent of specific nutrition claims and more general health
messages.
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The aim of the study reported here was to determine
the nature of, and differences in, expert opinion on the 30
most frequently appearing magazine food advertisements
that met the study's inclusion criteria.

Materials and methods
Approval for this study was obtained from the university's
Human Research Ethics Committee. A convenience
sample of nutritionists and marketing experts was
recruited during the period November 2005-January
2006 to form an expert panel. Recruitment was via an
emailed request for participation which was sent to the
members of the Australian and New Zealand Marketing
Academy and a list of dietitians involved with teaching or
research activities at a multi-institutional research centre
affiliated with the university. Of the nutritionists who
responded, 57% were community based practitioners
(majority with over 20 years in the role). Their
practical experience with consumers and consumers'
understanding of nutrition information, is suggestive
of a collective professional expert opinion on the likely
interpretation by the consumer. Similarly, all marketers
(19/21 were academics) had a background in consumer
behaviour with the majority having between 10 and 20
years experience.
Panel members were sent a package via post
containing the advertisements and questionnaires. In
brief, advertisements included were those that made
specific comments on the function or claimed effect of
the food (or an ingredient or property of the food) on
consumer health or performance. Thus, to be included,
an advertisement needed to have a clear statement
that (this product) is/contains (ingredient) and this
(ingredient) has this benefit for health or wellbeing. The
packs included a cover letter explaining the purpose of
the study; a full-page full-colour copy of each of the 30
advertisements, a set of questions for each advertisement;
a reply-paid return envelope; and a form to enter a
competition to win a $250 voucher.
In terms ofaccuracy ofnutrition claims, panel members
were asked to comment on whether the advertisement
made a nutritional claim and, for those advertisements
which did so, whether the participant believed that
the claim was accurate; and that the advertisement
substantiated or provided evidence supporting the claim.
In terms of advertising techniques, panel members were
asked to comment on the main focus of the advertisement;
and identify the types of advertising techniques each
advertisement used (the response format was to tick as
many boxes as applied for each advertisement). With
respect to consumer capacity to interpret information,
panel members were asked to comment on whether they
thought the intended target market would (a) believe;
(b) understand; or (c) misunderstand or misconstrue the
nutritional information; and whether they thought that
consumers would (a) be able to identify; and (b) trust the
sponsors of the advertisements.
A total of 49 panel members (respondents) took
part in the study: 28 nutritionists (a mixture of both
nutritionists and dietitian-nutritionists) and 21 marketers
(all academics and/or practitioners with a background
in consumer behaviour). Three-quarters (37) of the
respondents were female; 29% (14) were aged 18-34,
37% (18) aged 35-44, and 35% (17) aged 45 and over.
Just under half (21) described their employment role as

"academic", 35% (17) as "practitioner", and 22% (11)
as "other". One quarter (12) reported that they had been
in their current profession more than 20 years, 18% (9)
15-20 years, 31 % (15) 10-15 years, 18% (9) 5-10 years,
and 8% (4) less than five years.
Respondents' answers to each question, for each
advertisement, were analysed as a whole and comparatively
by expert role (ie nutritionists and marketers). Analyses
were conducted using SPSS version 13.0, and significant
differences between expert groups in response patterns
were assessed by independent sample t-tests. Throughout
the paper, the results are presented for the panel as a
whole; this is followed by a description of any differences
between the two groups (where there is no comparison
of the groups provided, the responses of the two groups
were not significantly different). Owing to the small
number of statistically significant differences between the
groups, these data are not presented in tabular form.

Findings from the study
Nutritional claims
Over 90% of the respondents believed that a nutritional
claim was made in 22 of the 30 advertisements; and more
than two thirds for a further six advertisements (Table 1).
Less than one third of the respondents perceived there to
be a nutritional claim in two advertisements (Twinings
tea and Continental soup), so these advertisements were
excluded from further analysis. As shown in Table 1,
of the 28 included advertisements, there were nine for
which less than half of those who believed a claim was
made agreed that the claim was accurate; and of the 22
advertisements identified by over 90% of the respondents
as containing a claim, there was only one for which over
90% of respondents believed the claim to be accurate
(Dairy Australia dairy products, 'growth spurts'). There
were four advertisements for which a significantly greater
proportion of the marketers felt the nutritional claim
was accurate: Musashi protein shake (65% versus 28%,
p = 0.02); Woolworths grapes (81 % versus 38%,
p = 0.007); Wonder Berry fruit juice (81 % versus 36%,
p=O.OI); Pura milk (100% versus 71%, p=0.05).
Conversely, there were two advertisements for which a
significantly smaller proportion of the marketers felt a
nutritional claim was accurate: Flora margarine (71 %
versus 96%, p = 0.02); and Nutrigrain breakfast cereal
(Ad 2) (44% versus 87%, p = 0.01). As shown in Table 1,
there were only four advertisements for which more
than half of the respondents believed that evidence or
substantiation of the claim was provided. It is interesting
to note that one of these (Nutella) was a claim which less
than half of the respondents had agreed was accurate.

Advertising techniques and intent
The majority (24) of the 28 advertisements were seen
by the majority of respondents to be focused on selling
a specific product. Of the remaining four, three were
perceived to be designed to sell a specific food category (all
three of these were Dairy Australia advertisements). Most
respondents (90%) identified the use of a competition in
the advertisement for So Good soy milk, which offered
a family holiday to Fiji and consolation prizes, and
about half (49%) identified a competition in the Tassal
salmon advertisement; while most (82%) also identified
the offer of incentive to purchase in the Tassal salmon
advertisement (which invited consumers to redeem cash
for the purchase of Tassal salmon). More than half of the
Food Australia 60 (11) - November, 2008 527

respondents identified the use of modelling (ie showing
a person consuming or preparing the advertised food) in
eight of the advertisements; the proportions ranged from
55% for the Dairy Australia advertisement (Ad 3) to 88%
for the Nutel/a choc-hazelnut spread (Table 2).
As shown in Table 2, most respondents (86%)
identified the use of a celebrity endorsement (by the
well-known radio journalist Derryn Hinch) in the AI/Bran breakfast cereal. Nearly half the respondents
(44%) identified the use of a celebrity endorsement in
the V8 vegetable juice advertisement (written by well

known dietitian and author Catherine Saxelby); and
some (13%) identified this technique in the Nutella
choc-hazelnut spread advertisement (which contained
a non-celebrity endorsement by "Fiona Allen Teacher
and Mum", not strictly of celebrity status). More than
half of the respondents (52%) believed a target market
endorsement was used in the Nutel/a advertisement,
which again featured "Fiona Allen Teacher and Mum".
There were four advertisements for which more than
one third of the respondents believed fear or guilt was
used (Table 2); and there were four advertisements

Table 1. Perceptions by experts of the presence, accuracy, and context of nutritional claims in the
30 advertisements.
Advertisement1

n

All-Bran breakfast cereal

43

35 (81.4)

29 (67.4)

7 (16.3)

Capilano honey

44

42 (95.5)

27 (61.4)

30 (68.2)

Carnation condensed milk (used in cake)

44

42 (95.5)

22 (50.0)

3 (6.8)

Carnation condensed milk (used in pasta)

44

42 (95.5)

27 (61.4)

5 (11 .4)

Coco Pops breakfast cereal (artificial colours)

46

46 (100.0)

22 (47.8)

10 (21.7)

Coco Pops breakfast cereal (both sides)

44

43 (97.7)

22 (50.0)

9 (20.5)

Continental soup

42

13(31.0)

-

-

Dairy Australia 1 (cheesy grins)

44

42 (95.5)

33 (75.0)

8 (18.2)

Dairy Australia 2 (growth spurts)

48

47 (97.9)

44 (91.7)

13 (27.1)

Dairy Australia 3 (waists)

44

41 (93.2)

32 (72.7)

40 (90.9)

Devondale margarine

48

47 (97.9)

24 (50.0)

3 (6.3)

Flora margarine

45

45 (100.0)

36 (80.0)

29 (64.4)

Guardian breakfast cereal

44

44 (100.0)

38 (86.4)

9 (20.5)

Musashi protein shake

49

43 (87.8)

18 (41.9)

5 (10.2)

Nutella choc-hazelnut spread

49

49 (100.0)

20 (40.8)

31 (63.3)

Nutri-Grain breakfast cereal (couch lifter)

47

46 (97.9)

24 (51.1)

6 (12.8)

Nutri-Grain breakfast cereal (lawnmower)

44

42 (95.5)

28 (63.6)

6 (13.6)

Pura milk

45

43 (95.6)

34 (75.6)

15 (33.3)

Smart Balance margarine

42

42 (100.0)

36 (85.7)

4 (9.5)

So Good soy milk

48

47 (97.9)

23 (47.9)

2 (4.2)

Tassal salmon

45

43 (95.6)

38 (84.4)

3 (6.7)

Twinings tea

44

12 (27.3)

-

-

V energy drink (penthouse)

47

34 (72.3)

20 (42.6)

1 (2.1)

V energy drink (power point)

47

34 (72.3)

17 (36.2)

1 (2.1)

V energy drink (sunbaking)

44

32 (72.2)

20 (45.5)

0(0.0)

VB vegetable juice

48

46 (95.8)

38 (79.2)

22 (45.8)

Wonderberry fruit juice

48

39 (81.3)

22 (45.8)

4 (8.3)

Woolworths (grape hearts)

42

41 (97.6)

22 (52.4)

19 (45.2)

Woolworths (grapes)

48

48 (100.0)

23 (48.0)

3 (6.3)

Yoplait yoghurt

48

47 (97.9)

33 (68.8)

5 (10.4)

Nutritional
claim
present
n (%)

1 Detail in parentheses distinguishes different ads for same product.
2 Percentage of those agreeing that a nutritional claim was present who then gave a positive response to the item,
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Nutritional
'claim
accurate
n (%)2

Nutritional
claim
supported
n (%)2

'

Advertisement1

n
Modelling
n (%)

Celebrity
endorsement
n (%)

Target market
endorsement
n (%)

Fear/guilt
used
n (%)

Humour
used
n (%)

Symbols
used
n (%)

Endorsing
organisation
n(%)

All-Bran

44

18 (40.9)

38 (86.4)

8 (18.2)

3 (6.8)

12 (27.3)

1 (2.3)

1 (2.3)

Capilano

44

21 (47.7)

1 (2.3)

1 (2.3)

17 (38.6)

3 (6.8)

9 (20.5)

11 (25.0)

Carnation (used in cake)

44

35 (79.6)

0(0.0)

1 (2.3)

8 (18.2)

8 (18.2)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

Carnation (used in pasta)

44

34 (77.3)

0(0.0)

1 (2.3)

10 (22.7)

8 (18.2)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

Coco Pops 1 (artificial colours)

46

17 (37.0)

1 (2.2)

2 (4.4)

10(21.7)

10 (21.7)

2 (4.4)

0(0.0)

Coco Pops 2 (both sides)

44

17 (38.6)

0(0.0)

2 (4.6)

12 (27.3)

7 (15.9)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

Dairy Australia 1 (cheesy grins)

44

30 (68.2)

1 (2.3)

4 (9.1)

13 (29.6)

7 (15.9)

4 (9.1)

7 (15.9)

Dairy Australia 2 (growth spurts)

48

29 (60.4)

0(0.0)

4 (8.3)

22 (45.8)

2 (4.2)

6 (12.5)

12 (25.0)

Dairy Australia 3 (waists)

44

24 (54.6)

1 (2.3)

2 (4.6)

4 (9.1)

3 (6.8)

3 (6.8)

18(40.1)

Devonda/e

48

5 (10.4)

0(0.0)

1 (2.1)

8 (16.7)

28 (58.3)

4 (8.3)

3 (6.3)

Flora

45

19 (42.2)

0(0.0)

3 (6.7)

19 (42.2)

6 (13.3)

5 (11.1)

23 (51.1)

Guardian

45

17 (37.8)

1 (2.2)

2 (4.4)

15(33.3)

7 (15.6)

3 (6.7)

21 (46.7)

Musashi

49

22 (44.9)

0(0.0)

2 (4.1)

0(0.0)

1 (2.0)

7 (14.3)

1 (2.0)

Nutella (breakfast)

48

42 (87.5)

6 (12.5)

25 (52.1)

9 (18.8)

1 (2.1)

36 (75.0)

6 (12.5)

Nutri-Grain (couch lifter)

47

19 (40.4)

1 (2.1)

10 (21.3)

8 (17.0)

34 (72.3)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

Nutri-Grain (lawnmower)

44

22 (50.0)

1 (2.3)

6 (13.6)

7 (15.9)

25 (56.8)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

Pura

44

14 (31.8)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

17 (38.6)

3 (6.8)

0(0.0)

2 (4.6)

Smart Balance

44

14 (31.8)

0(0.0)

3 (6.8)

11 (25.0)

0(0.0)

2 (4.6)

12 (27.3)

So Good

48

19 (39.6)

0(0.0)

1 (2.1)

3 (6.3)

0(0.0)

17 (35.4)

4 (8.3)

Tassal

45

4 (8.9)

0(0.0)

1 (2.2)

5 (11.1)

0(0.0)

2 (4.4)

5 (11.1)

ttl

V (penthouse)

48

14 (29.2)

2 (4.2)

6 (12.5)

13 (27.1)

28 (58.3)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

iii'

V (power point)

48

16 (33.3)

1 (2.1)

10(20.8)

13 (27.1)

24 (50.0)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

V (sunbaking)

45

17 (37.8)

1 (2.2)

8 (17.8)

10(22.2)

28 (62.2)

0(0.0)

0(0.0)

~
iii

V8

48

34 (70.8)

21 (43.8)

4 (8.3)

12 (25.0)

1 (2.1)

1 (2.1)

9 (18.8)

Wonderberry

48

19 (39.6)

1 (2.1)

8 (17.8)

2 (4.2)

0(0.0)

2 (4.2)

6 (12.5)

0III
.-'

Woolworths (grape hearts)

42

17 (40.5)

0(0.0)

1 (2.4)

13. (31.0)

1 (2.4)

0(0.0)

20 (47.6)

Woolworths (grapes)

48

23 (47.9)

0(0.0)

1 (2.1)

12 (25.0)

3 (6.3)

2 (4.2)

1 (2.1)

Yoplait

48

41 (85.4)

0(0.0)

12 (25.0)

9 (18.8)

2 (4.2)

2 (4.2)

1 (2.1)
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Table 2. Perceptions by experts of the utilisation of advertising/marketing techniques used in 28 magazine food advertisements.
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for which a significantly greater proportion of the
nutritionists than the marketers identified that fear or
guilt was used (Devondale margarine, 26% versus 5%,
p 0.05; Dairy Australia (Ad 2), 59% versus 29%,
p 0.03; Coco Pops breakfast cereal (Ad 1), 35%
versus 5%, p = 0.02; Capilano honey, 52% versus 21 %,
p 0.04). More than half of the respondents identified
the use of humour in five advertisements (Table 2).
There were three advertisements for which a significantly
smaller proportion of the nutritionists than the marketers
identified the use of humour (Coco Pops breakfast cereal
(Ad 1), 8% versus 40%, p 0.008; p 0.03; Pura milk,
0% versus 15%, p 0.05; Capilano honey, 0% versus
16%, p 0.04); and one for which the reverse was the
case (Flora, 76% versus 50%, p 0.03). Two of the
advertisements perceived by a greater proportion of
nutritionists to contain fear or guilt were the same as
those perceived by more of the marketers to contain
humour (Coco Pops breakfast cereal (Ad 1) and Capilano
honey).
Most of the respondents (75%) reported that a
symbol was used in the Nutella choc-hazelnut spread
advertisement (Table 2), in this case the Glycemic Index
Ltd symbol. Just over one third (35%) reported that a
symbol was used in the So Good soy milk advertisement
(which contained logos of two supermarkets), and 21 %
reported the use of a symbol in the Capilano honey
advertisement (in this case the use of a red circular tick
which is very similar to the Heart Foundation Tick).
There was one advertisement for which a significantly
smaller proportion of the nutritionists than the marketers
felt that a symbol was used (Dairy Australia (Ad 2),
4% versus 24%, p 0.04). Just over half (51 %) of the
respondents identified an endorsing organisation in the
Flora margarine advertisement, and slightly less than
half in the Guardian breakfast cereal and Woolwonhs
grape (Ad 2) (Table 2). There were two advertisements
for which a significantly greater proportion of the
nutritionists than the marketers felt that an endorsing
organisation was used (Guardian breakfast cereal, 60%
versus 30%, p 0.05; Smart Balance margarine, 44%
versus 5%, p 0.004).

=

=
=

=

=

=

=

=

=

=

=

Impact on consumers.
The majority of respondents indicated that they believed
the target market would identify with each of the
advertisements, ranging from 69% for the Musashi
protein shake to 100% for the Devondale margarine
advertisement (Table 3). There was a clear trend
towards nutritionists being more likely than marketers
to perceive that the target audience would identify
with the advertisement, statistically significant for six
advertisements (Musashi protein shake, 86% versus 53%,
p 0.01; Dairy Australia (Ad 2), 100% versus 86%,
p 0.04; Woolworths grapes (Ad 1), 92% versus 65%,
p 0.03; Wonderberry fruit juice, 96% versus 55%,
p 0.006; and Smart Balance margarine, 96% versus 74%,
p 0.04). For all of the advertisements, well over half of
the respondents were of the view that the target market
would believe the nutritional information provided, with
over 90% holding this view for 15 of the advertisements
and over 80%, for an additional nine (Table 3). The two
advertisements whose nutritional claims were perceived
to be least believable for the target audience were the two
Coco Pops breakfast cereal advertisements, although these
still received an affirmative response from 64% to 66% of

=
=
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the respondents. Again, there was a clear trend towards
nutritionists being more likely than marketers to perceive
that the target audience would believe the nutritional
information provided, which was statistically significant
for four advertisements (Musashi protein shake, 100%
versus 78%, p = 0.01; Nutrigrain breakfast cereal (Ad 1),
96% versus 76%, p = 0.04; Nutrigrain (Ad 2), 100%
versus 85%, p 0.05; and Dairy Australia (Ad 3), 88%
versus 63%, p 0.05).
For all of the advertisements, over half of the
respondents were of the view that the target market
would be able to understand the nutritional information.
The advertisements whose nutritional information was
perceived to be least understandable to the target market
were those for Nutella choc-hazelnut spread, Musashi
protein shake, Woolwonhs two grape promotions, and
So Good soy milk. There was a clear trend towards
nutritionists being less likely than marketers to perceive
that the target audience would understand the nutritional
information provided, which was statistically significant for
four advertisements (Nutella, 50% versus 81 %, p = 0.03;
Flora margarine, 63% versus 85%, p
0.09; Capilano
honey, 65% versus 95%, p 0.02; and Woolworths grapes
(Ad 2), 42% versus 79%, p = 0.01).
Conversely, for 19 of the 28 advertisements,
over half of the respondents indicated that there was
potential for the target market to misconstrue or
misunderstand the nutritional information provided.
The advertisements seen to be most likely to result
in consumer misunderstanding were Musashi protein
shake, Nutella choc-hazelnut spread, and the two Coco
Pops breakfast cereal advertisements. Consistent with
the previous finding that nutritionists were less likely to
believe that consumers would understand the nutritional
information, they tended to be more likely than marketers
to perceive that the target audience would misconstrue
or misunderstand the nutritional information, although
this difference was only statistically significant for two
advertisements (Wonderberry fruit juice, 65% versus
30%, p 0.04; Capilano honey, 87% versus 53%,
p
0.01).
Overall the respondents were of the view that the
target market would be able to identify the sponsor
or advertiser, with more than two thirds answering
'yes' to this question for all advertisements. Funher,
the majority supported the view that the target market
would trust nutritional information from the sponsors/
advertisers. The advertisers perceived to be least trusted
by consumers included Wonderberry fruit juice, Smart
Balance margarine, Nutella choc-hazelnut spread, Coco
Pops breakfast cereal, and Woolworths grapes. The
comparison between the expert groups showed some
division in relation to perceptions that consumers would
be able to identify the sponsors, with a significantly smaller
proportion of nutritionists than marketers believing this
to be the case for two advertisements (So Good milk, 19%
versus 50%, p 0.02; and V energy drink (Ad 2), 68%
versus 95%, p
0.02); but the reverse for two others
(Dairy Australia (Ad 1), 92% versus 68%, p = 0.05;
and Dairy Australia (Ad 3), 92% versus 63%, p 0.02).
However, there was a trend for a greater proportion of
nutritionists than marketers to perceive that consumers
would trust nutritional information from the sponsors,
statistically significant for Musashi protein shake, 91 %
versus 58%, p 0.01; Dairy Australia (Ad 2), 100%
versus 85%, p 0.04; and V energy drink (Ad 3), 95%
versus 74%, p = 0 .05.
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Discussion

Ambiguity in categorisation of advertisements as
containing nutrition claims
The advertisements under study were those identified in
a sample of magazines reviewed in a defined period by
the nutrition experts in the research team that met the
inclusion criterion of "a clear statement that: (this product)
is/contains (ingredient) and (ingredient) has this benefit for
health or wellbeing". The fact that the expert panels did not
identify nutrition claims in two of these advertisements was
the first sign of variation in difference of opinion that was
to emerge throughout the study (and perhaps reflects the
difference between our categorical definition and the more
operational definitions utilised by the respondents).

Need for multidisciplinary approach to
research and policy
An important implication of this study both for
future research in this area and for consideration
in development of policy is the differences between
and within the two groups of experts in relation to
some key components of the nutrition-related claims
and, indeed, the advertisements themselves. It is,
unfortunately, often the case that researchers limit
themselves to collaborating with colleagues in their
own field (and reading the literature in their field),
which potentially limits their capacity to develop a full
understanding of the likely consumer impact of food
advertising messages.

Table 3. Perceptions by experts in relation to potential consumer (mis)understanding of the claims in
28 magazine food advertisements.
Advertisement 1

n

All-Bran

42

37 (88.1)

38 (90.5)

39 (92.9)

12 (28.6)

Capilano

41

40 (97.6)

39 (95.1)

33 (80.5)

30 (73.2)

Carnation (used in cake)

43

41 (95.3)

33 (76.7)

29 (67.4)

28 (65.1)

Carnation (used in pasta)

42

40 (95.2)

36 (85.7)

34 (81.0)

23 (54.8)

Coco Pops (artificial colours)

42

39 (92.8)

27 (64.3)

35 (83.3)

33 (78.6)

Coco Pops (both sides)

41

37 (90.2)

27 (65.9)

33 (80.5)

32 (76.2)

Dairy Australia 1 (cheesy grins)

43

40 (93.0)

42 (97.7)

40 (93.0)

11 (25.6)

Dairy Australia 2 (growth spurts)

47

44 (93.6)

45 (95.8)

45 (95.8)

8 (17.0)

Dairy Australia 3 (waists)

44

40 (90.9)

34 (77.3)

39 (88.6)

15 (34.1)

Devondale

46

46 (100.0)

45 (97.8)

37 (80.4)

30 (65.2)

Flora

43

42 (97.7)

42 (97.7)

32 (74.4)

18 (41.9)

Guardian

45

41 (91.1)

44 (97.8)

36 (80.0)

19 (42.2)

Musashi

43

30 (69.8)

39 (90.7)

26 (60.5)

35 (81.4)

Nutella (breakfast)

45

44 (97.8)

39 (86.7)

30 (66.7)

36 (80.0)

Nutri-Grain (couch lifter)

47

44 (93.6)

41 (87.2)

41 (87.2)

27 (57.5)

Nutri-Grain (lawnmower)

44

42 (95.2)

41 (93.2)

38 (86.4)

26 (59.1)

Pura

42

39 (92.8)

40 (95.2)

35 (83.3)

15 (35.7)

Smart Balance

41

35 (85.4)

39 (95.1)

29 (70.7)

28 (68.3)

So Good

44

42 (95.4)

37 (84.1)

30 (68.2)

28 (63.6)

Tassal

44

35 (79.5)

39 (88.6)

34 (77.3)

12 (27.3)

V (penthouse)

44

41 (93.2)

39 (88.6)

37 (84.1)

26 (59.1)

V (power point)

44

42 (95.4)

40 (90.9)

39 (88.6)

30 (68.2)

V (sunbaking)

41

39 (95.1)

38 (92.7)

37 (90.2)

26 (63.4)

VB

47

40 (85.1)

46 (97.9)

42 (89.4)

19 (40.4)

Wonderberry

44

34 (77.3)

38 (86.4)

34 (77.3)

23 (52.3)

Woolworths (grape hearts)

43

37 (86.0)

36 (83.7)

25 (58.1)

25 (58.1)

Woolworths (grapes)

43

34 (79.1)

36 (83.7)

31 (72.1)

28 (65.1)

Yoplait

46

45 (97.8)

45 (97.8)

38 (82.6)

24 (52.2)

Target
market
identify with
n (%)

Target
market
believe
n (%)

Target
market
understand
n (%)

Target market
misunderstand
or misconstrue
n (%)

1 Detail in parentheses distinguishes different ads for same product.
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While this research indicated that nutritionists and
marketers generally agreed in their identification of
the presence of nutrition-related claims in the sample
advertisements, and in perceptions that the presence of
evidence statements to substantiate these claims was low
(Table 1), there were differences in perceptions of the
accuracy of the claims made in the advertisements. Where
the attribute was general (presence of claim, evidence
base) there was good consensus and little difference
between groups. However, where a value judgement
on the nutritional issues is drawn on (acceptability of
claims) the groups diverged, which could be expected
given that these judgements are based on different expert
knowledge bases.
The observed difference between expert groups in
determining advertising techniques and marketing intent
might also reflect the different ways in which these
groups respond to information, based on their discipline
background; that is, while nutritionists were hypothesised
to be more familiar with the evidence for nutritional
claims, marketers may be more familiar with the different
techniques and strategies and more experienced at
identifying their presence.
The differences between groups in responses to
the use of symbols and endorsing agents may reflect
different exposure to and experience with these practices
(Table 2). For example, nutritionists are involved in
standards setting and have the professional training
that enables them to differentiate between symbols, as
well as between foods/agents that meet these standards
and/or have the authorisation to use these symbols. The
difference in attribution of humour may also reflect the
different discipline bases of the two expert groups. For
example, nutritionists' attribution of fear or guilt tactics
to product advertising where total energy (calories) or fat
are highlighted could be a function of their knowledge
of the effects of fat consumption (both physiological and
psychological), whereas marketing experts' attribution
of humour to some of these same advertisements may
reflect a focus on the clever wording (eg word play) of
the messages themselves.
Both expert groups were of the view that, in the
majority of cases, consumers would believe the messages
in the advertisements (Table 3). However, for a number
of the advertisements, there was a trend for nutritionists
to be more likely to state that consumers would identify
with and believe the advertisements, which suggests that
marketers perceive consumers to be more sceptical and/
or resistant to persuasive messages than do nutritionists.

more likely to misunderstand the nutritional information.
We note that, of the 28 nutritionists, 16 (57%) were
experienced community based practitioners with more
than 20 years in the role - indicating a high level
of consumer contact and informed opinion regarding
consumer's likely interpretation of such information.
This suggests that consumers are not well positioned
to interpret the claims made in current Australian food
advertisements.
The most commonly accepted claims were for dairy
foods, a plain breakfast cereal and a margarine, all of
which could be considered staple foods as they fit within
the Australian Guide to Healthy Eating (www.health.gov.
au/pubhlth/strateg/jood/guide/index.htm) and thereby may
be linked with common knowledge of nutritional value.
The least accepted were for a choc-hazelnut spread, a
protein shake and an energy drink; food groups which are
not core foods and perhaps not commonly seen as being
of nutritional value.
Given the concerns in the public health arena about
childhood obesity, it is also not surprising that three of
the four advertisements rated as potentially misleading by
the respondents were for high energy products targeted
at children (chocolate-flavoured breakfast cereal and
chocolate-flavoured sandwich spread). We also found
that, in general, the ads perceived as most likely to be
misunderstood by the target market were those rated by
the respondents as having the least credible claims.
While magazine advertisements are among the most
commonly used sources of nutrition information, several
studies with Australian consumers suggest that they are
among the least trusted sources, particularly by those
who are older and better educated. (Worsley 1989,
Worsley & Lea 2003). However, this lack of trust does
not mean they are without influence; other Australian
research about nutrition claims on food labels suggest
that even when consumers are sceptical about claims
they may influence purchasing decisions (Chan & others
2005).
While there are current regulations on the inclusion
of health claims in food advertising, such claims are
narrowly defined and do not encompass the monitoring
or regulation of nutrition-related claims, such as those
in the advertisements included in this study. In the
absence of increased regulation of such claims we suggest
that there is a need for enhanced consumer education,
perhaps starting within primary or secondary schools, to
equip consumers with the skills to interpret such claims
and make appropriate food choices.

Need for improved consumer education.

Limitations

One of the most interesting, and concerning, findings
from this study was the fact that there were few claims
that were universally supported (or not supported) as
being accurate, either between or within the two expert
groups. The fact that experts - both expert nutritionists
and expert marketers - were in many cases unable to
agree as to whether the nutrition claims made in the
advertisements were accurate does not augur well for the
consumer who has to make this same determination in
the absence of a relevant professional education.
Our data suggests that both groups of experts shared
a general concern about potential misunderstanding or
misconstrual of information by consumers, although for
some advertisements there was a trend for nutritionists to
report that consumers would be less likely to understand/

The small numbers in the expert panel cannot be seen
as representative of the two professional groups. For
example, there were 3451 members of the Dietetic
Association of Australia in 2007 (DAA Annual Report)
and so statistical significance is certainly not achievable
in this sample. We acknowledge that the outcomes of
this research hold an informative 'case study' value
which cannot be generalised to the broad professions of
dietetics and marketing.
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Conclusion
In summary, this research shows that experts
both nutrition and marketing perceive that there
considerable potential for current food advertising
mislead consumers. The two groups differ in regard
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the aspects of advertising that they find most concerning,
with more nutritionists (56%) than marketers (45.8%)
worried about possible confusion over dietary claims. In
addition, this research demonstrates the importance of
ensuring that both nutritionists and marketers are involved
in the development and evaluation of food advertising,
as well as in the development and implementation of
policies regulating the practice of food advertising. This
ensures that the different - but equally valuable and
applicable - knowledge bases of both groups are accessed
to ensure that food advertising is consistent with the
needs of consumers.
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