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Abstract

Introduction: Obesity is a pandemic disease in Latin 
America. The purpose of this review was to analyze the 
studies exploring food advertising in TV conducted in 
Latin-American countries and in the USA geared to His-
panics.

Methods: An electronic literature search was conduc-
ted in the MEDLINE/PubMed, EMBASE, SCIELO, and 
CINAHL, databases and open access internet, of food 
advertising directed to children in TV in Latin Ameri-
can countries and Hispanics living in the USA, published 
from 1985 to January, 2015

Results: Twenty three studies were found, six were 
conducted in Chile, five in Mexico, four in Brazil, three 
among Hispanics in the USA, and one in each of the fo-
llowing countries: Argentina, Peru, Colombia, Honduras 
and Venezuela. A high exposure of TV food advertised 
is geared toward children and their family. This exposu-
re has been shown to be associated with the preference 
and purchase of those foods by adults and children with 
a high BMI, overweight and obesity.

Conclusion: An alarming high exposure of the TV food 
advertised directed toward children was reported, which 
warrants effective regulations, supervision and accoun-
tability.
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ANUNCIOS EN LA TV DE ALIMENTOS EN 
LATINOAMÉRICA Y DIRIGIDOS A NIÑOS 
HISPANOS EN LOS EEUU: UNA REVISIÓN

Resumen

Introducción: El propósito de esta revisión fue analizar 
los estudios sobre anuncios de alimentos en la TV en Lati-
noamérica y en los EEUU dirigidos a Hispanos.

Métodos: Se realizó una búsqueda electrónica de tra-
bajos publicados de 1986 a 2015, en las bases de datos de 
MEDLINE/PubMed, EMBASE, SCIELO, y CINAHL, 
en internet de acceso abierto, sobre anuncios de alimen-
tos en la televisión dirigidos a niños en países latinoame-
ricanos y a Hispanos que viven en los Estados Unidos.

Resultados: La búsqueda dio como resultado veinti-
cuatro estudios, seis realizados en Chile, cinco en México, 
cuatro en Brasil, tres en Hispanos de EEUU, y uno en 
cada uno de los siguientes países: Argentina, Perú, Co-
lombia, Honduras y Venezuela. Una gran proporción de 
anuncios sobre alimentos en la TV están dirigidos a los 
niños y a sus familias. Esta exposición ha sido asociada 
a la preferencia y solicitud de compra de estos alimentos 
por los niños y con un aumento del IMC, sobrepeso y obe-
sidad en niños y adultos. 

Conclusión: Se observa una alarmante alta exposición 
de anuncios de alimentos en la TV dirigida a niños, lo 
que demanda políticas regulatorias, supervisión, y rendi-
miento de cuentas eficaces. 

(Nutr Hosp. 2015;31:1928-1935)
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Introduction

Obesity is a pandemic disease causing approxima-
tely 3.4 million deaths annually, 3.9% years of life 
lost, and 3.8% disability worldwide1. The prevalence 
of obesity has increased in children and adolescents 
in both developed and developing countries1. In La-
tin-American countries the prevalence of overweight 
and obesity among 5 to 11 y ranged from 19 to 37%, 
from 17 to 36% in 12 to 19 years of age2. In 2012-
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2013, Tijuana, a México-USA border town, the pre-
valence of overweight and obesity had reached 34% 
in preschool children under 5y in elementary school 
children (5 to 12y) 46%, and in middle school chil-
dren (12 or 15y) 42%. Abdominal obesity in pres-
chool children was 18%, in elementary school chil-
dren was 17%, and in 12 to 15 y old was 15%3. 

The negative effects that obesity has on health, 
including metabolic, psychological and health care 
costs warrant implementation of prevention pro-
grams associated with the obesity environment1,3. 
TV viewing has been related to a sedentary life, con-
sumption of energy dense foods while watching TV, 
and the exposure to advertisements of high energy 
dense foods4. 

The exposure to high calorie and salty snacks via te-
levision might require stricter regulations to prevent an 
already an obesity toxic environment. Although a sys-
tematic review analyzing in RCT, has been published, 
the effect of TV food advertising on preferences and 
consumption of food in Latin- America have not been 
addressed. The purpose of this review was to analyze 
the studies conducted in Latin-American countries ex-
ploring food advertising in TV.

Methods

An electronic literature search was conducted in 
the MEDLINE/PubMed, EMBASE, SCIELO, and 
CINAHL, databases and open access internet, of 
food advertising geared to children in TV in Latin 
American countries and Hispanics living in the USA, 
published from 1985 to January, 2015. English, Spa-
nish and Portuguese language publications were 
search exploring TV food advertising including food 
preference, food consumption, overweight, obesity, 
physical activity and sedentary life. Keywords, in 
English, Spanish and Portuguese, used in this elec-
tronic search were: “TV food advertising”, “food 
preferences” “food consumption”, “overweight”, 
“obesity”, “physical activity” “obesity” “TV food 
commercials” “children” and “Latin-America”. Ad-
ditionally, we added keywords from each Latin Ame-
rican country name and presentation at congress on 
nutrition or obesity. 

Results

Twenty three studies5,7-29 were found, six were 
conducted in Chile, five in Mexico, four in Brazil, 
three among Hispanics in the USA, and one in each 
of the following countries: Argentina, Peru, Colom-
bia, Honduras and Venezuela. Studies have been 
published since 1986 in Venezuela, 2002 in Brazil, 
2005 in Chile, 2008 among Hispanics in the USA; 
2009 in México, 2012 in Argentina, 2013 in Peru and 
2014 in Colombia and Honduras. Seventeen of the 

studies have been published during 2009 to 2014. 
Tables I-IV show the characteristics of the TV food 
advertising broadcasted in Latin American countries 
and those geared to Hispanic children in the USA. 
Eighteen studies have been directed to children, se-
ven to the general population, three to mothers with 
children, and one to the family. Ten of the studies 
have focused exclusively on unhealthy foods, 12 on 
unhealthy and healthy, and two have not explored 
any type of food; most studies have found that the 
type of advertisement was mainly unhealthy food 
such as sugary drinks, ones high in sodium and sa-
turated fat snacks, sweets, sweetened cereals, cho-
colate, chips, sweetened juices, and fast foods. Nine 
studies have reported specific persuasive broadcas-
ting strategies, such as the high audience period of 
exposition, encouraging consumption with celebrity 
stars, cartoons, mascots, awards for the consumption 
of non-core foods, animations, music. All focusing 
on the “Spanish culture” with special effects; related 
to entertainment, taste, high performance, live ac-
tion, positive emotions, “natural foods”, health, and 
foods for children. Twelve studies reported the time 
exposed to TV during the day, which ranged from 
2-7 h a day. In one study from Chile, 59% of chil-
dren watched TV ≥ 3 h a day17, in another study those 
with lower socioeconomic status (SES) viewed TV 
≥ 2 h daily. One study in México reported 99% of 
mothers watched soap opera shows (telenovelas) a 
mean of 3.5 h daily and 56% of their ≤ two yo babies 
were exposed to TV24. In another study conducted in 
a Mexico with US border state and a Mexico with 
Guatemala border state the mean TV exposure of 
children was 2.7 h and obese children watched TV 
an average of 3.8 h daily5.

Only one study, conducted in Chile15 reported dis-
claimers about food. Fourteen studies reported the 
relative amount of food advertised during the period 
recorded. The percentage range of food advertised 
was from 11% in Brazil10, to 40% in Chile in 200919. 
Most of the food advertised were geared toward chil-
dren. Four studies explored the recall with the con-
sumption of the food advertised. In all of them a high 
frequency of recalling and consumption of the food 
advertised was reported. In one study conducted in 
Brazil, an association between the foods advertised 
and purchasing the product was reported. The num-
ber of TV per household and body weight determi-
ned a negative association between TV viewing with 
the consumption of dairy products11. In two studies 
conducted in México5,24, an association between the 
frequency of food advertised and the food consump-
tion of those foods by the mother and their children, 
and an association between food advertised con-
sumption with a low SES and low level of education 
was reported24. Only one study in Mexico5 explored 
the association of the hours of TV viewing and the 
mothers BMI and children Z-BMI score with a posi-
tive association found (Tables I to IV). 
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Discussion

A high quantity of TV food advertised is directed to 
children, families and the general population in Latin 
America and to Hispanics in the USA. This exposu-
re has been shown an association in food preference 
and purchases in families/children having a high BMI, 
and overweight and/or obese. Our results are similar 
to those reported in other regions31, and suggest that 
industry self-regulation does not work in Latin Ameri-
ca, as has been shown in other countries31. In a recent 
systematic review conducted in Australia to assess 
the effect of the self-regulation started in 2009, found 
that during children’s TV viewing times, signatories 
to industry initiatives advertise non-core foods at hi-
gher rates than non-signatories32. Since advertising 
self-regulation by the industry has failed in reducing 
exposure to unhealthy food to children, the WHO has 
established regulation norms that include the reduc-
tion of exposure to food with an unhealthy amount of 
fat, saturated fat, trans fatty acid, sugar and salt. It has 
also recommended continual monitoring to quantify 
the number of exposures and strategies of those foods 
used33.

Peru, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Brazil and 
Uruguay have specific regulations for healthy food. 
Brazil, Mexico and Peru have legislation for food 
advertising geared toward children; however, the 
results of studies conducted recently in these coun-
tries show that the governments has not implemented 
them. However, in 2014, the Ministers of Health at the 
Pan-American Health Organization summit approved 
a five-year plan to reduce the exposure to unhealthy 
food, including sweetened drinks34, but not real effort 
to implement or to sanction those industries which 
are violating the legislation have been seen. In Mé-
xico, one of the countries in the world with highest 
prevalence of obesity1-3, reports that the industry has 
developed a guide for foods considered nutritious, and 
approved by the government. Interestingly this inclu-
de up to 30 g of sugar per 100 g of cereal products, 
which is twice the limit allowed in Peru, Chile and 
Ecuador, and six times more than limits allowed in 
Scandinavian countries35. This policy is contradictory 
to the agreement signed by the Minister of Health in 
México in the same year, and increases the risk of 
obesity among all children. Increased efforts to redu-
ce children’s exposure to food advertising should be 
focused on advertising during children’s peak viewing 
times and soap opera (telenovelas) shows. Additio-
nally, consistent policies should be implemented to 
avoid continuance of this dangerous pandemic. 
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