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Daniel White:
Hello and welcome to our weekly consumer programme Your World. I’m Daniel White. Later in the programme today we’re looking at your rights when you’re at an airport and your flight is delayed. Can you get a free meal and who pays if you need a hotel for the night? Also, Jennie Robinson will be here as usual with a roundup of your letters and emails. But first, children and advertising. In the studio with me is Liz Barclay, the president of the Consumer Association. Liz, welcome to Your World.

Liz Barclay:
Hello.

Daniel White:
Now, last week you produced a major report about children and advertising. Can I ask you first, what do you mean by children? What age group are we talking about?

Liz Barclay:
Well, we’re concerned about all young people up to the age of sixteen, but in this report we looked at children up to the age of twelve. We think these are the young people who are most at risk from advertising. After that, when they’re just a little older, they can begin to make choices for themselves.

Daniel White:
And what aspect of advertising did you look at?

Liz Barclay:
In this report we concentrated on TV advertising. We’re producing another separate report next month about children and the internet.

Daniel White:
Right. So, what exactly is the problem? Why your report about children and advertising?

Liz Barclay:
It’s quite simple, really. Our research shows that a lot of large companies are specifically targeting children with their adverts. The worst companies for this are food and drink manufacturers, but there are problems with toys, clothes and mobile phones as well.

Daniel White:
Can you give us an idea of just how big this problem is?

Liz Barclay:
Sure. On average, a child in this country will see two hundred and seventeen TV commercials a week. Most of those will be during programmes for children, the sorts of cartoons and shows that come on, say, between four in the afternoon and six o’clock in the evening. Now, of those ads, the ones on during children’s programmes, fifty per cent will be for food products like snacks. And of those food products, ninety-five per cent will be what we call ‘unhealthy’, in other words, too high in fat, sugar and salt.

Daniel White:
And other products like toys, clothes and mobiles and so on?

Liz Barclay:
Well, they tend to be a bit more seasonal, but in the weeks before Christmas, for example, children will see hundreds of ads for things like these.

Daniel White:
Is it all companies that are doing this?

Liz Barclay:
No, certainly not. It’s very important to realise that a lot of companies, and in fact some of the world’s very biggest companies, don’t do this. Some large companies which had a bad reputation a few years ago, now understand that in the end, they just get a lot of bad publicity if they don’t advertise in a responsible way.

Daniel White:
OK. Now, companies advertise because they want to sell their products, obviously. But why target children? Why not, for example, target their parents? They’re the ones in the end who pay for the products.

Liz Barclay:
Well, it’s certainly true that it isn’t the children who buy the products. But children are excellent consumers. Much better than adults. They’re extremely enthusiastic about things that they want. The advertisers know this. They know that a child will ask and ask and ask: ‘Mum, Dad, can I have a … whatever?’ and that finally most parents will say ‘yes’.

Daniel White:
For a quiet life.

Liz Barclay:
Usually, yes.

Daniel White:
OK. It’s clear that all this can be a problem for parents, that they have to buy, or feel that they have to buy things for children when they don’t always have the money, or don’t like the products. But is the problem really so bad? I mean, do children really suffer as a result of this kind of advertising?

Liz Barclay:
The answer to that is absolutely ‘yes’. For two main reasons, I’d say. If we’re talking about food products and drinks that contain a lot of sugar, then you only have to remember that thirty per cent of young people in the UK between two and fifteen are now overweight or very overweight, obese. I’m not saying that TV advertising is responsible for all the problems of overweight children, but it is certainly a factor. The second reason why we think advertising has a harmful effect on young people is a bit more difficult to explain. But it’s basically that we think it puts children under a lot of stress. For young people, what your friends think of you is extremely important. You have to be ‘cool’, be ‘in’ at school and so on. And if that means that you need the latest mobile, or a certain brand of trainers, then you absolutely must have them.

Daniel White:
It’s a kind of competition.

Liz Barclay:
Right. And we think that it leads in the end to a kind of mentality where you feel under stress to buy, buy, buy. To be like others.

Daniel White:
Liz, you’ve talked a lot about the problems. Is there anything you feel we can do about them?

Liz Barclay:
Well, we as a consumer organisation can only highlight problems and say what we think is going wrong. We can make people aware, but we can’t solve anything ourselves. It’s governments that have to act, to control the advertising industry. And, yes, we believe that there’s plenty that governments can do. In Sweden, all advertising that targets children under twelve is banned, it’s illegal. I’m not sure that we can go that far here, but we would certainly like to see a ban on TV commercials advertising children’s products before a certain time of day. We’d say before nine o’clock in the evening.

Daniel White:
Liz, thanks very much indeed for that. And if you want to see the full report on children and advertising from the Consumers’ Association, then you’ll find it on our blog. Just go to www.bbc.co.uk slash yourworld, all one word. Now, airports. What happens if you’re at an airport and your flight’s delayed?
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