
BACKGROUND
A Media Literacy & Food Marketing curriculum was developed 
from focus groups with over 600 Canadian children in grades 
1 to 9. Children discussed their thoughts on package images 
and colours and claims, as well as the nutrition facts table, 
and ingredient lists. Children were asked what they look for 
on a packaged food to determine whether it was healthy.

BRAND NAMES, TAG LINES, HEALTH SYMBOLS 
AND THE MARKETING OF FOOD

The focus groups with children revealed that product names 
strongly influenced children’s evaluations of packaged 
foods. Children typically interpreted a brand name literally. 
For example, children interpreted the “Eating Right” brand 
as healthy. Tag lines like “Quality” or product lines such as 
“Natural Selections” had the same impact on children.

Health symbols, seals, and emblems (e.g., Organic, Fat 
Free, Gluten Free), also give products credibility with 
children—even though few children could accurately 
explain what organic, gluten free (etc.) meant.

BRAND NAMES, TAGLINES AND HEALTH SYMBOLS  
ON FOOD PACKAGING

This fact sheet is part of a series developed
to help parents, guardians and educators 
understand how children view and
interpret packaged foods. 

ONE CANNOT CLASSIFY ALL PRODUCTS AS 
HEALTHY BASED ON A BRAND NAME
Symbols are often difficult to navigate because they are a 
mixture of government-regulated nutrient content claims 
(such as ‘a good source of calcium’ and ‘excellent source 
of fibre’) and diet-related health claims (such as ‘a healthy 
diet low in saturated fat may reduce the risk of heart 
disease’), as well as manufacturer created claims ( ‘x grams 
of fibre’), symbols (whole grain stamps, goodness corners) 
and product names highlighting nutritional qualities.

THINGS TO THINK ABOUT

NAVIGATING BRAND NAMES, TAG LINES,  
AND HEALTH SYMBOLS

Brands contain many different products, each with different 
nutritional value. Children frequently made assumptions about 
the health of one packaged food based on the brand name or 
family of brands. If one well-known product in the brand was 
healthy (such as oats) children assumed that all products under 
the brand were healthy.
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Health symbols complicate children’s understanding of 
packaged food even further. Packaging information is often 
more about marketing than nutrition, making it critical to use 
the Nutrition Facts tables and ingredient lists.



SUMMARY
Brand names, tag lines and symbols are marketing tools. They can sell the story of the product and highlight key 

attributes, but they don’t necessarily reflect the overall nutritional quality of a packaged food product.  
For this, you need to examine the Nutrition Facts table and ingredient list of each product.

FINDINGS
After selecting a packaged food product they felt was a healthy choice, children in the focus groups were asked  
why they made the selection they did. 

CHILDREN OFTEN ASSOCIATE PRODUCTS AS HEALTHY BY VIRTUE OF THEIR 
ASSOCIATION WITH A PARENT BRAND THEY “KNOW” TO BE HEALTHY

“ [It’s healthy because] its Quaker®… and I have a bag of Quaker® flour and it says that it’s really  
healthy on the back.” Grade 3

“[It’s healthy because] it has the Quaker® dude and I am pretty sure that he’s a lot of healthy food.” Grade 5

“ I usually look for a company that I know doesn’t make treats and makes more meals.  
I think President’s Choice.” Grade 5FI
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CHILDREN’S DETERMINATIONS OF A HEALTHY PACKAGED FOOD ARE BASED ON 
LITERAL INTERPRETATIONS OF PRODUCT NAMES, TEXT AND TAG LINES

“[It is healthy because] It says Eating Right.”  Grade 3

“Breton® Supergrains [is healthy] because of the supergrains.” Grade 3

“[It is healthy because] it says Sensible Solutions.” Grade 5

“It is healthy because it has the Eating Right label.” Grade 6FI
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CHILDREN’S INTERPRETATIONS OF LABELLING BECOME MORE NUANCED AS THEY 
AGE. HOWEVER, WHEN ASKED WHAT MAKES A CERTAIN PRODUCT A HEALTHY 
CHOICE, CHILDREN COMMONLY REFERRED TO SYMBOLS FOUND ON THE FRONT  
OF A PACKAGE

“[It is healthy because] it has the green seal [Sensible Solutions logo].” Grade 3
“[It is healthy because of the] “two healthy symbols on the corner.” Grade 6 
“[It is healthy because] it has a checkmark.” Grade 6
“Well, first I read the ingredients and it was organic, so I said, “This must be healthy.” Grade 7FI
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THINGS TO TRY AT HOME
Look at all the health symbols, logos and other emblems on the packages you have in your pantry with your child.  These 
may include words and claims like Organic, Fat Free or Gluten Free, and attributes like “Quality”, or brand lines like “Natural 
Selections”. Discuss what these appeals mean and why they are being used on the front of packages. Compare the marketing 
symbols to the information found in the ingredient lists and nutrition tables: how might these differ?

ORGANIC
Organic describes how a product was grown. It means that the crop/food was grown without  
the use of synthetic pesticides and chemical fertilizers.

FAT FREE
Fat free means the product does not contain any fat. While this statement is very straightforward,  
it does not mean that the product as a whole is healthy. For example, a food may be fat free but high in sugar.

GLUTEN FREE
Gluten Free means the product does not contain the protein gluten. Gluten is found in grains such as wheat, barley, 
and rye. Gluten free doesn’t necessarily mean the product is healthy (consumers still have to look at the ingredient 
list and the Nutrition Facts table). Gluten, too, is a concern only for people with allergies to gluten.



BACKGROUND
A Media Literacy & Food Marketing curriculum was developed 
from focus groups with over 600 Canadian children in grades 
1 to 9. Children discussed their thoughts on package images 
and colours and claims, as well as the nutrition facts table, 
and ingredient lists. Children were asked what they look for 
on a packaged food to determine whether it was healthy.

COLOUR USE IN FOOD PACKAGING

This research stems from an Alberta Innovates Health Solutions and ALMA funded project on children’s  
understanding of packaged foods, and is supported by the CIHR Canada Research Chairs program.

“ ...that just looks healthy 
because the packaging  
is kind of boring”

Grade 9 student

anger
excitement
heat
danger

visibility
fitness
service
exaggeration

caution
happiness
warmth
summer

nature
environment
freshness
prosperity

authority
balance
cleanliness
trust

extravagance
ambition
dignity
sophistication

power
mystery
formal
elegance

goodness
purity
low fat
dairy

This fact sheet is part of a series developed
to help parents, guardians and educators 
understand how children view and 
interpret packaged foods.

HOW CHILDREN NAVIGATE COLOUR 
IN FOOD PACKAGING

Colour can send a powerful message. Children viewed 
plain or boring packages as more healthy. Less colourful 
packages —or those without cartoons or ‘fun’ images—were 
deemed to be healthier foods. Significantly, children did not 
regard simple packaging as marketing. Certain colours were 
repeatedly referenced as indicating a healthy choice.

Colour is often used as an expression of identity 
and quality when it comes to food and food 
products, and can even affect taste
•  Green packaging is often associated with healthy foods, 

while consumers say that coffee in brown packaging tastes 
stronger and more aromatic (and coffee in yellow or blue 
packaging tastes smoother)

•  White bread tinted brown is perceived as more healthy 
while red apples command the highest market price

•  Consumers have identified vanilla pudding tinted dark 
brown as ‘chocolatey’, white wine tinted pink as sweeter, 
and spicy meals that are more red, hotter (even though it 
the same meal!)

•  Red increases metabolism, and research shows that people 
often eat more—and more quickly—when surrounded by 
red. As such, red is a popular colour for restaurants

•  White in food packaging is associated with purity, low-fat 
and dairy and coldness.  Children see white (and also black) 
as “serious” and “adult” packaging—and therefore as  
a healthier product

 “ Red on [the package]  
makes me think of an  
apple sort of taste” 

Grade 1 student

COLOUR AND THE MARKETING OF FOOD 

Colour is used in food packaging to influence product 
perception. Colour not only motivates people to buy, it also 
encourages consumers to make particular associations.
Research indicates that colour usage significantly impacts 
how people view products—even though consumers 
may be unaware of its use as a marketing tool.

THINGS TO THINK ABOUT

COLOUR MEANINGS AND ASSOCIATIONS
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SUMMARY
Colour in food packaging is an effective tool to promote and sell products. It can influence consumers’  
understanding of a product, and can work to create associations (e.g., green = healthy). However, the  

colour of a package does not tell consumers whether the food is healthy.

FINDINGS
In the focus groups, children were asked to identify a packaged food that they felt it was a healthy choice, and then explain why they 
made the selection they did. After selecting a packaged food product they felt was a healthy choice, children were asked why they 
made that selection they did. It is healthy because:

CHILDREN VIEW SIMPLE, PLAIN OR “BORING” PACKAGING AS MORE HEALTHY
“ [Plain] packaging looks like something healthy.” Grade 3

“It is healthy because the box seems very dull.” Grade 3

“[It is healthy because] its not that colourful and it doesn’t catch my eye.” Grade 6

“To me that just looks healthy because the packaging is kind of boring.” Grade 9FI
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LESS COLOURFUL PACKAGES AND THOSE WITHOUT CARTOONS OR “FUN” IMAGES 
ARE IDENTIFIED AS HEALTHIER CHOICES

“I chose this as a healthy choice because it is not colourful.” Grade 3

“The Organics Crackers (are the most healthy) because there’s not a lot of colour.” Grade 4

“I chose it [as the healthiest] because it doesn’t have bright colours.” Grade 6

“[It is not healthy]  because it’s colourful.” Grade 8

“It doesn’t look healthy...because of the way it kind of looks (childish).” Grade 9FI
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CHILDREN DID NOT INTERPRET “SIMPLE” PACKAGING AS “MARKETING”
“The [plain] packaging looks like something healthy.” Grade 3

“  The package doesn’t really pop out at you. They’re not trying to sell themselves off as a fun, sugary snack. They’re trying  
to sell themselves off as healthy. So they make the box a bit more like, calm and not too much going on.” Grade 5 

“ Lots of healthy brands have the black writing at the top. Also, because all this stuff is usually in the white box.” Grade 6
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PARTICULAR COLOURS CONVEY MESSAGES TO CHILDREN
“When there is green on the box, it means it’s healthy.” Grade 1

“(Honeycomb cereal is) healthy because it is brown.” Grade 5 

“ Well, it’s more of a browny colour, and that symbolizes whole-grains.” Grade 5

“Green stands for good.” Grade 5

“Green means go and red means stop.” Grade 6

“Since it has so much green, I just automatically think it’s good.” Grade 9FI
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THINGS TO TRY AT HOME
Go into your food pantry/cupboard and pull out packaged foods. Ask your child(ren) to sort these into two groups: healthy  
and unhealthy. Then ask your child(ren) why they made the choices they did. Did your child use colour to make choices? Did  
they remember to check the ingredient list and nutrition facts table?



BACKGROUND
A Media Literacy & Food Marketing curriculum was developed 
from focus groups with over 600 Canadian children in grades 
1 to 9. Children discussed their thoughts on package images 
and colours and claims, as well as the nutrition facts table, 
and ingredient lists. Children were asked what they look for 
on a packaged food to determine whether it was healthy.

FOOD CLASSIFICATION AND FOOD MARKETING

This fact sheet is part of a series developed
to help parents, guardians and educators 
understand how children view and
interpret packaged foods. 

WHY DO WE CLASSIFY FOODS AS “KIDS’ FOOD” 
OR “ADULT FOOD”? 
“Kids’ food” has been created by the food industry in order to 
sell more products. There is no nutritional reason why children 
need yogurts, cereals, or snacks that are specially designed
for them. Beyond this, packaged kids’ food is often of poorer
nutritional quality than its ‘regular’ counterparts. Furthermore, 
meals on many kids’ menus at restaurants—such as hot dogs 
and fries or chicken nuggets and fries—are not what many 
adults consider to be ‘food’ per se. Rarely would you see a salad
on a child’s menu. Why, then, do we feed our children foods that 
many adults would not consider eating themselves?

THINGS TO THINK ABOUT

FOOD CLASSIFICATION AND CANADA’S FOOD 
GUIDE FOR HEALTHY EATING

Canada’s Food Guide does not differentiate between kids’ food 
and adult food.

This research stems from an Alberta Innovates Health Solutions and ALMA funded project on children’s  
understanding of packaged foods, and is supported by the CIHR Canada Research Chairs program.

FOOD CLASSIFICATION AND  
THE MARKETING OF FOOD

Children in focus groups differentiate between “kids’ food” 
and “adult food.” They identify kids’ food as junk, sugar (or 
sugary cereals), and candy, and adult food, primarily as salad, 
vegetables and meat. Simply put, children define unhealthy 
foods as “food for them” and the unprocessed vegetables 
and meats recommended by Canada’s Food Guide as “food 
for others.” Successful marketing campaigns for “kids food” 
work to both create and reinforce these perceptions. 

Canada’s Food Guide presents different serving sizes in terms 
of the number of vegetables and fruits, grain products, milk 
and alternatives, and meat and alternatives, depending on 
an individual’s age and gender, but there certainly is not a 
difference between the types of foods kids and adults should eat!
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SUMMARY

Today, packaged food products specifically designed to appeal to children have proliferated throughout the entire 
supermarket. Food marketing to children is currently a multi-billion dollar industry, and the foods promoted are not 

necessarily the healthiest choice for children. Encouraging children to question why foods are targeted directly to them 
fosters the development of critical skills about marketing to help them make healthy decisions across a lifetime.

FINDINGS
When asked What is kids’ food? and then What is adult food?, children affirmed the following:

CHILDREN DEFINE “KIDS’ FOOD” AS JUNK, SUGAR (OR SUGARY CEREALS) AND CANDY
“I think sugary stuff...cause lots of kids like sugar.” Grade 1

“It’s junk food!” Grade 1

“Candy and chocolate because they are unhealthy and no good.” Grade 1

“Um, it makes me think of candy.” Grade 3

“I start thinking about sugar and everything.” Grade 9FI
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CHILDREN DEFINE “ADULT FOOD” AS SALAD AND VEGETABLES AND MEAT
“A lot and a lot of salad.” Grade 1

“Something healthy... apples, bananas... steak.” Grade 3

“Healthy and stuff like vegetables.” Grade 3

“Brussels sprouts or asparagus.” Grade 5
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CHILDREN IDENTIFY KIDS FOOD THROUGH ITS COLOURFUL  
PACKAGING AND FUN SHAPES

“ [Kids food] is stuff that’s like colourful and all different shapes and something that would attract  
you to look at it and buy it.” Grade 3

“Colourful and it has cool shapes and stuff.” Grade 3 

“ Cookies that are shaped...and some popsicles that are shaped. I’ve seen a bunch of them at the store,  
but my parents don’t let me have them.” Grade 5FI
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THINGS TO TRY AT HOME
Ask your child “what is kids food?” Then ask them “what is adult food”. Discuss whether they think there should 
be a difference.

•  Review Canada’s Food Guide with your child. Canada’s Food Guide does not distinguish between kids’ food and 
adult food. Explain that the difference between kids’ food and adult food is about marketing – about selling 
products – not about what is healthy.

•  Is there a difference between what adults and children eat in your family? Do the adults and children eat  
different foods? Why?



BACKGROUND

A Media Literacy & Food Marketing curriculum was developed 
from focus groups with over 600 Canadian children in grades 
1 to 9. Children discussed their thoughts on package images 
and colours and claims, as well as the nutrition facts table, 
and ingredient lists. Children were asked what they look for 
on a packaged food to determine whether it was healthy.

IMAGES, SPOKESCHARACTERS  
AND THE MARKETING OF FOOD

Not surprisingly, children respond powerfully to images and 
spokescharacters when making packaged food choices. Children 
use pictures, colours, shapes, and words to support the decisions 
they make when trying to select a healthy food. How they make 
decisions about packaged foods has implications, because what 
is represented on a packaged food may not actually be present 
in the package itself. For example, children routinely selected a 
box of cereal with the image of fruit on the front of the package 
as the healthiest of various cereals because of the fruit itself.

Spokescharacters on packages generally work to distract 
children from the food product itself. In the focus groups, 
children interpreted products as either healthy or unhealthy 
depending on the spokes-character on the front of the 
box: for instance, the Quaker Man Quaker (representing 
products ranging from rolled oats to chocolate dipped 
granola bars) was unanimously viewed as an indicator of a 
healthy food—regardless of the actual product. In contrast, 
licensed characters from children’s shows such as Dora 
the Explorer (on fruit snacks) or Elmo from Sesame Street 
(on cereal) indicated less healthy foods to children. 

IMAGES AND SPOKESCHARACTERS  
ON FOOD PACKAGING

This fact sheet is part of a series developed
to help parents, guardians and educators 
understand how children view and
interpret packaged foods. 

THINGS THAT ARE ON THE BOX ARE NOT 
REQUIRED TO BE IN THE BOX!  
Make sure product evaluation is based on what is 
actually there rather than what could be there. 
Spokescharacters attract children’s attention, 
but often to the  “fun,” rather than the 
nutritional qualities of the packaged food.

THINGS TO THINK ABOUT

NAVIGATING IMAGES AND SPOKESCHARACTERS

Spokescharacters call children’s attention to products, and 
generally distract them from product attributes—but do not 
help children to make a choice based on the qualities of the 
food. Consider ways of looking beyond spokescharacters to the 
“character” of the packaged food through ingredient lists and 
the Nutrition Facts panel.

This research stems from an Alberta Innovates Health Solutions and ALMA funded project on children’s  
understanding of packaged foods, and is supported by the CIHR Canada Research Chairs program.
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SUMMARY

Package images guide children’s perceptions and understandings of food. Children make decisions about healthy 
or less healthy packaged foods based on what a package looks like – “seeing” a food is important to children’s 

rationale for making informed choices. When images suggest ingredients not in the food, and brand characters 
and popular spokescharacters distract from food contents, it is difficult for children to make clear decisions about 

the health qualities of packaged products. It is important to remind children that spokescharacters are often 
about branding rather than food quality, and that the images on packages might not actually be in the food.

FINDINGS
After grouping packaged food products into “healthy” and “less healthy” choices, children were asked why they made the 
selections they did. 

CHILDREN’S LITERAL INTERPRETATION OF IMAGES ON PACKAGED 
FOODS COMPLICATES THEIR DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES

“The Life® [cereal is a healthy choice] because it has a peach on the box.” Grade 1 

“[The box of crackers] just looks good. ‘Cause it has vegetables on the front.” Grade 2

“Crunchy Corn [is a healthy choice] because it has like strawberries [on the package].” Grade 3

“[The cookies are healthy because] they’re blueberry and it looks like they have some seeds in it. “Grade 6

“All the healthy [packaged foods] have pictures of fruits. “Grade 7 

“[The crackers are healthy because] the grain on the bottom…. you can actually see it, so you know.” Grade 8

“I wouldn’t look at the Nutritional Facts, actually, I’d probably just look at the picture on the box.” Grade 9
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A SPOKESCHARACTER’S (OR LICENSED CHARACTER’S) PRESENCE, WHEN 
CONNECTED WITH A CHILD’S PROGRAM, IS OFTEN INTERPRETED AS UNHEALTHY. 
SOME CHILDREN ASSOCIATED THE LOOK OF THE CHARACTER WITH THE 
‘HEALTHFULNESS’ OF THE FOOD

“Dora’s not healthy at all ...cause it’s Dora!” [referring to the licensed-character on fruit snacks] Grade 5 

“Elmo isn’t healthy ... he’s all scruffy.” [referring to the licensed-character on a box of cereal] Grade 5

“The zebra [on the yogurt] does not look healthy.” Grade 8FI
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SPOKESCHARACTERS ASSOCIATED WITH BRANDS CAN BE INTERPRETED AS HEALTHY
“ [The cereal is healthy] ‘cause it’s Quaker®... and I have a bag of Quaker® flour and it says that it’s really  
healthy on the back.” Grade 3 

“ My family always buys this person [indicates the Quaker Man as a healthy choice) and we love it.” Grade 3 

“ The Life® looks healthy, they pour the milk a certain way, and it’s Quaker® – it’s a popular company that lots  
of people like to buy.” Grade 3 

“[The cereal is healthy because] it has that [Quaker®] dude and I am pretty sure that he’s a lot of healthy food.” Grade 5  FI
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THINGS TO TRY AT HOME
Ask your child to look at the images on the front of packaged foods. Look for any of the pictured food items in the ingredient list. 
Which ones are in the package, and which ones are only on the package? Do the images that are not in the box – such as pictures 
of fruit or milk – make the product seem healthier?
Get your child to look at the spokescharacters on the front of packaged foods in your home or at the store. Ask your child what 
he/she thinks of the characters and whether they help shoppers to make a healthy choice. Explain that spokescharacters are  
used to capture attention and to sell products, but not to provide information about the content of the packaged food.
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