A Letter to Education Action: Toronto 

from the Campaign for Commercial Free Schools

Jayme Turney

1) We anticipate the TDSB AFAC Committee to debate new advertising policies for schools on June 12th. (We hope some of our subscribers were there. Ed.) It’s a good opportunity to voice opposition to advertising in schools and get better protections for students.  

2) Id like to invite you (or anyone you think if interested) to the Campaign for Commercial Free Schools AGM, on June 18th from 7-8pm at Metro Hall Room 303. Come hear about our progress and future plans (and bring ideas/questions) if interested. We're just looking for a core group, so try not to send this too widely. 

3) Attached is a draft literature review of the scientific evidence highlighting the negative impacts of advertising on children. It includes a scan of regulations in Toronto and elsewhere. A quick read (12 pages of content). Because it is a draft we're not yet widely distributing it (its meant for key stakeholders and Trustees at this point). We may make a prettier version for the public later. 

.... Also, if your group or anyone in it wants to make recommendations to Trustees about the new advertising policies, I recommend a total ban on advertising - or failing that - I recommend a) a ban on junk/fast food advertising, and b) that the new policy maintain an element of the old policy that gave School Councils authority to narrow/ban advertising in their local school if they deemed it necessary. The new recommendations seek to take away this authority, and instead leave it up to the principle. I am also attaching a document that explaining that and what you can do about it. 

A draft report on the negative impacts of advertising on childfen

Purpose

This report serves to:

· outline existing types of advertising

· review research on the impacts that advertising has on children

· make note of children's advertising policies in other jurisdictions 

· suggest policy improvements within the Toronto District School Board's advertising-related policies to protect children better.

Executive Summary

Based on a review of the various types of evidence, it is clear that advertising influences the preferences and behaviour of children. This influence is often negative as it has been linked to poor food preferences, obesity, negative body image, implanted and increased product desires for toys and other products, less desire to engage with friends, social exclusion, bullying, and uncritical/unfounded positive feelings towards corporations, with implications for consumer behaviour as well as compromised learning environments. 

In addition, it appears that media literacy training may not, and potentially cannot, provide an adequate defence for children from advertising due to their limited abilities to cognitively manage advertising at a comparable adult level, even at age 12, in addition to having limited abilities to utilize media knowledge in a natural everyday setting. As advertising becomes more sophisticated and subtle, it is unclear that media literacy techniques can keep pace (if they ever were effective). Nor is it clear that even adult levels of cognition are strong enough to remain independent and critical of advertising’s influences. 

There is also some research suggesting that advertising and significant corporate involvement in schools can discourage critical thinking, in part due to an inherent conflict of interest in the relationship between corporate sponsors and education that may be critical of corporate activities. Furthermore, there is evidence showing that corporate involvement in the creation of educational materials can undermine the quality of curriculum by creating biased materials and that corporate involvement in schools can displace education time and activity in favour of corporate friendly activities and recognition events.

Multiple authoritative bodies around the world have responded to the evidence surrounding these concerning issues with bans and severe restrictions on advertising to children. In addition, public health authorities such as the Toronto Board of Health and Ontario Public Health Association are increasingly calling for restrictions, if not complete bans, on advertising to children. This trend appears to be gaining momentum globally, with more legislative action and calls for regulation from medial authorities in recent decades.

Given its negative impacts, the allowance of advertising in schools would appear to be in violation of the TDSB’s own mission and values, which aspire to “enable all students to reach high levels of achievement and to acquire the knowledge, skills and values they need to become responsible members of a democratic society.”
 In addition, the TDSB value statement includes a clause about making “learning environments that are safe, nurturing, positive and respectful.”
 However, advertising and the promotion of consumerism may be incompatible with the aims and values of educators. 

Further, it has been noted that the allowance of advertising in schools may also appear to violate certain principles set forth in the UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child, including protections to allow the child to “develop physically, mentally, morally, spiritually and socially in a healthy and normal manner and in conditions of freedom and dignity.”

Section 1. Types of Advertising
Advertising is a form of communication designed to consciously or unconsciously persuade an audience to undertake a certain action. Advertising is often undertaken for commercial purposes to encourage the purchase of products or services, but it may also serve non-profit and political purposes.

Advertising can be found in an ever expanding variety of media, including television, print media, radio, direct mail, blogs, text messaging, billboards, street furniture, naming rights, sponsorships, corporate sponsored curriculum, fundraising contests, and promotions, with varying degrees of subtlety. Guerrilla Marketing is perhaps the most subtle form of advertising, and may in some cases even be in violation of policies. For instance, it has been brought to our attention that TDSB students may currently be offered payment and free merchandise to wear in schools to promote brand popularity and ‘coolness’.
One significant method of advertising is branding. Branding involves the prominent display, and/or repetition, of a message, image, product, or name to implant a desired brand or brand associations in the mind of the subject. For example, the sale of naming rights to a physical space encourages users of that space to think of the brand name during normal use of the space, when thinking of the space or memories of events in the space, and whenever giving directions to the space, thus representing a very strong and long-term form of branding impact.
Section 2. Impacts of Advertising on Children
Food and Television Advertising

A significant amount of research has been conducted on food advertising and children, including a number of broad literature reviews, suggesting that food advertising impacts children’s preferences and consumption.
 For example, a 2003 review by Hastings et al found that existing research makes “it possible to determine that i) these effects are not just due to chance; ii) they are independent of other factors that may influence diet, such as parents’ eating habits or attitudes; and iii) they occur at a brand and category level.”
 In addition, the review suggested that current findings may underestimate the effects of food marketing on children because existing research has focused primarily on television advertising. The authors suggest that if other forms of food marketing were taken into account the total effect of food advertising on children would be shown to be greater.

A 2004 review of research conducted by OfCom also found that television viewing is associated with poor health among children and adults, and that television advertising has direct effects on food preferences, consumption, and behaviour among children, among other factors.
 The study also commented on branding noting that, “Effectively marketed, brands generate recognition, familiarity and even affection amongst children. Well-known brands can impart status/’cool’ to the user”
 

In 2005, the U.S. Institute of Medicine (IOM) conducted its own review of research on food and beverage advertising and its impacts on children, and “concluded that the effects of advertising aimed at children are unlikely to be limited to brand choice. Wider impacts include the increased consumption of energy-dense foods and beverages and greater engagement in sedentary behaviors, both of which contribute to energy imbalance and obesity.” However, while the IOM stated that advertising to children under 8 is inherently unfair due to their limited cognitive abilities, the IOM did not recommend a total ban on food advertising to children due to what it viewed as insufficient causal evidence directly linking advertising to obesity in children.

Indeed, while evidence suggests that food advertising manipulates children’s preferences and consumption patterns, the link to obesity has been questioned. However, a 2003 World Health Organization study on diet, nutrition, and disease noted that a portion of “the consistent, strong relationships between television viewing and obesity in children may relate to the food advertising to which they are exposed.” While noting that evidence linking food marketing to obesity is not without doubt, the WHO suggested that there is enough evidence “to warrant this practice being placed in the “probable” category and thus becoming a potential target for interventions.”

Weighing in on the debate over causal links between advertising and obesity is a very recent study that used Quebec as a case study due to its unique context. Since 1980, Quebec has banned all commercial advertising aimed at children under 13. Authors Tirtha Dhar and Kathy Baylis used Statistics Canada data between 1984 and 1992 to compare household spending and consumption of fast food in Ontario and Quebec. Findings suggest that the ban reduced fast food consumption in Quebec by 13%, or a reduction of 11-22 million fast food meals per year.
 

Other Products and Television Advertising

Numerous studies suggest that children’s television advertising also has impacts on children’s preferences and behaviour with respect to toys and childrens products.
 Indeed, one study suggested that third and fouth grade students subjected to significantly reduced television exposure, over the course of a year, had a 70% reduction in toy purchase requests.

One important study by Goldberg in 1990 took into account the Quebec law eliminating all commercial advertising directed at children under age 13 by comparing English speaking children, still exposed to American border station advertising, to French speaking children, in Montreal. Findings suggested that “English-speaking children were able to recognize significantly more toys available in the marketplace and reported having more children’s cereals in their homes than did French-speaking children.” Using statistical analysis, Goldberg was able to demonstrate that TV advertising had a causal effect on children outside of the laboratory setting.

In addition, there is some evidence of other advertising effects on children beyond manipulating their preferences and consumer behaviour. In ‘Some Unintended Consequences of Advertising to Children’, Goldberg and Gorn suggest that as toy commercial exposure increased, the desire to play with the toy increased while the desire to play with a friend decreased. In addition, the authors found that children experience more unhappiness when they are denied a product seen on TV. The authors note that while these impacts are not “necessarily adverse, most researchers in child development would seem to assume that positive emotions (i.e., happiness) rather than negative emotions (i.e., disappointment) contribute to the child’s social and emotional development.” And that, “with the inevitable number of disappointments and frustrations which invariably characterize at least a part of the child’s development, additional stimulation in these directions may be unnecessary.”

Body Image and Advertising

A significant amount of literature has also found links between exposure to images of ‘idealized’ bodies in television and other media forms, such as magazines, to increased body dissatisfaction and other negative impacts that can lead to eating disorders among men and women, as well as adolescent boys and girls.
 In addition, positive relationships have been found between eating disorders and media exposure.

In addition, a 2005 study concluded that adolescent boys and girls who were more exposed to images of the ‘ideal’ body were significantly more likely to purchase various products to alter their body shape, and “were at increased risk for using potentially unhealthful products to enhance their pshysique.”

Other Branding

Advertising is becoming increasingly subtle and sophisticated with an emphasis on branding, such as naming rights, logo placement, sponsorships, and promotional entertainment. As Moore and Lutz put it, “In recent years, host-selling, creative licensing, promotional tie-ins, and other techniques have attained unprecedented levels of reach and sophistication. Thus, persuasive messages today are in some sense becoming more subtle, as programming, ads, and the products themselves flow into and reinforce one another.”
 Unfortunately, it appears that the research has had difficulty keeping up with the pace of innovation and change in the advertising industry. That said, there is evidence that more subtle forms of advertising may also manipulate children and have negative consequences. As much as schools promote additional and intentionally facilitated branding opportunities, they may also be facilitating these negative outcomes and the manipulation of children’s preferences.

A 2007 qualitative study on the social impact of branding looked at primary school children between the ages of 7-11 and a wider variety of branding influences, including trendy products. The study found that “Brands can be the cause of social division among children resulting in the formation of “in” groups and “out” groups. Those who do not own the right brands may be discriminated against and experience social impacts which include being teased, bullied, having low self esteem and being socially excluded.”
 Other studies on brand influence have found similar arguably negative impacts with regards to fashion brands.
 

Another 2007 study suggested that brand recognition begins very early, with older children having increasing awareness of branding and its role in self-esteem and social status. The research suggested that the earlier that a marketer can establish brand awareness in a child the stronger its association will be in the child’s mind, right into adulthood.

A qualitative study that looked at corporate branding in schools specifically found that students often viewed corporate sponsors as benevolent providers, giving benefits to schools and children for nothing in return, building uncritical goodwill amongst children and future adults. According to the study, most students were unaware of the benefits that corporations received from school commercialism.

A fascinating albeit antecdotal example of branding’s impacts on children comes from the work of Dr. Clotaire Rapaille. Clotaire was hired by Nestle corporation to boost coffee sales in Japan. He found that the Japanese lacked a strong emotional association with coffee, as their cultural preference had been tea, resulting in poor coffee sales for Nestle. To solve this ‘problem’ Clotaire suggested that Nestle create a coffee imprint in children in order to manipulate the preferences of the next generation of Japanese, and permanently impact their culture. Instead of focusing on coffee sales to adults, Nestle created coffee flavoured desserts for children, giving children an early and positive association for coffee for the rest of their lives. Coffee sales went from being negligible in the 1970s to strong in the current era. According to Clotaire, who has worked for 50  of Fortune 100 companies, children are the easiest to imprint and manipulate in this way and others.

Advertising Literacy and Age

It is often suggested that children can naturally guard themselves against advertising’s persuasion and negative influences at a certain age, with their mental capacities maturing as they grow older. In addition, it is often suggested that media literacy can provide children with the necessary tools to guard themselves against undue influences. However, it appears that the evidence may not back up these assumptions.

A 2002 study that looked at what ages children develop an understanding of the ‘persuasive’ intent of advertising found that there was zero understanding of persuasive intent messages in children 6 an under, 1/4 of 8 year olds registered this understanding in advertising, and only 1/3rd of 10 year olds did. Importantly, the study focused on television advertising, which is arguably less subtle than many other forms of advertising.
 

A 2010 study attempted to further narrow down the age in which children can effectively ‘manage’ advertising by comparing their abilities of advertising recognition and understanding of persuasive intent to those of adults, and was the first study to provide such a benchmark. The study found that around ages 9-10 most children reach an adult level of advertising recognition (usually assumed to be 8). However, at age 12, the cut off for the study, children had not reached an adult level of understanding persuasive intent in advertising. Other studies have found similar findings.

In addition, the authors note that notion that the adult level of understanding and recognition is a positive benchmark is questionable given that we do not know how positive or effective the adult level is due to a lack of empirical studies on the matter. Further, the authors note that their study did not take into account the increasingly subltle and sophisticated forms of advertising targeting children, which arguably much school based advertising falls into.
 

A 2011 study weighing into the debate and the empirical evidence regarding media literacy suggested that the manner in which children process advertising makes them unlikely to use media training, or cognitive knowledge, as a ‘screen’ when it is needed. This inability to utilize media literacy knowledge when and where it is most needed (outside of ‘tests’ and classroom instruction) is attributed to their limited cognitive abilities. Despite the fact that there is no convincing evidence that media literacy works for children in every day situations it has been widely adopted in the Western world. The study noted that there is some evidence that media literacy can work in some cases but only when the ‘knowledge’ is triggered by an intervention, such as a reminder, or an interruption, during an advertisement, which is unlikely to occur in the real world.

An important 2006 study looking into the matter of age and advertising through the lens of food marketing and food choice found that the assumption that younger children are more influenced by advertising than older children may be incorrect, despite older children being more media literate. The suggested reason for this finding was that different advertising methods are used at different ages to maximize their effectiveness, with younger children likely persuaded by more simple advertisements and older children being persuaded by more complex and sophisticated advertising designed to get beyond their defences.
 Indeed, since 2004 an increasing number of MRI machines  have been used for just this purpose – to design advertisements and messages that bypass cognitive thinking and activate desired portions of the brain at desired times for the purposes of branding and marketing.

School Advertising and Education Quality

In addition to all of this, there is also some research suggesting that advertising and significant corporate involvement in schools can discourage critical thinking, in part due to an inherent conflict of interest in the relationship between corporate sponsors and education that may be critical of corporate activities. Furthermore, there are suggestions that corporate involvement in the creation of educational materials can undermine the quality of curriculum by creating biased materials and that corporate involvement in schools can displace education time and activity in favour of corporate friendly activities and recognition events.

Section 3. Notable Policies Around the World

A number of jurisdictions around the globe have banned or restricted advertising to children and youth in light of the evidence and research suggesting negative impacts and manipulation resulting from advertising to children and youth. The following list is not exhaustive.

Quebec

The province has banned all advertising aimed at children under 13 since 1980.
 The ban was later challenged but upheld by the Supreme Court of Canada. In its ruling the Court stated that “the Attorney General of Quebec has demonstrated that the concern which prompted the enactment of the impugned legislation is pressing and substantial and that the purpose of the legislation is one of great importance. The concern is for the protection of a group which is particularly vulnerable to the techniques of seduction and manipulation abundant in advertising.” The Court noted a consensus of high concern globally, with government and agencies around the world having adopted varying methods of dealing with this issue, from self-regulation to governmental regulation. 

The Court accepted evidence presented by Quebec, including a report by the U.S. Federal Trade Commission that reviewed the scientific evidence on the matter up to 1981, which suggested that children “cannot distinguish fact from fiction of programming from advertising and are completely credulous when presented with advertising messages.” The Court ruled that the FTC literature review provided “a sound basis on which to conclude that television advertising directed at young children is per se manipulative.”

The Court extended this conclusion to other media, while noting that the greatest body of research and evidence on the matter exists with regards to television. Second, the Court ruled that it can extend to older children as they continue to be vulnerable. 

In its conclusion, the Court wrote, “In sum, the objective of regulating commercial advertising directed at children accords with a general goal of consumer protection legislation, viz. to protect a group that is most vulnerable to commercial manipulation.” And “Children are not as equipped as adults to evaluate the persuasive force of advertising and advertisements directed at children would take advantage of this. The legislature reasonably concluded that advertisers should be precluded from taking advantage of children both by inciting them to make purchases and by inciting them to have their parents make purchases. Either way, the advertiser would not be able to capitalize upon children’s credulity. The s. 1 and s. 9.1. materials demonstrate, on the balance of probabilities, that children up to the age of thirteen are manipulated by commercial advertising and that the objective of protecting all children in this age group is predicated on a pressing and substantial concern.”

Toronto Public Library (2012)

After a review of the scientific literature regarding advertising and children, as well as applicibale legislation, the Toronto Public Library Board banned “commercial advertising primarily targeted to children, including but not limited to the commercial advertising of food and beverages directed to children.” The TPLB staff report supporting the ban cites research suggesting that “Advertising influences children’s desires and requests, their patterns of food intake, and the quantity consumed, leading to an increased consumption of unhealthy foods and unhealthy eating patterns.” In addition, their report states that children are “...influenced by advertising, resulting in an increased demand for the products, often by pestering their parents to purchase the items.” Furthermore, the report notes that “Advertising to children has been shown in research to influence how children grow up, and have lifelong impacts. One area that children are influenced by advertising is their self-image, as advertising has been linked to gender-stereo-typing and the sexualization of childhood. Children’s buying patterns and habits for the rest of their lives can be influenced through brand recognotion and loyalty, as well as through the increase in materialistic attitudes.” 

San Francisco (as of 2006)

The San Francisco Unified School District Board of Education passed a Commercial-Free Schools Act in 1999. The policy ensures that all corporate sponsorships are reviewd by the Board of Education and subject to approval. The Board cannot buy curriculum that utilizes brand names unless doing so is necessary with regards to the lesson. The policy also bars any exclusive contracts with a pop or junk good corporation.

Seattle (as of 2006)

The Seattle School Board adopted a policy to severely restrict school advertising in 2001, whereas its prior policy sought out corporate sponsorships and advertising. The new policy required non-promotional faces on vending machines, banned Channel One television advertising screens, banned logos for the purpose of advertising and advertising on Board property.
 

Europe (as of 2001)

Netherlands

The country banned television sponsorship for programs designed for children under 12, as well as banning sponsorships at schools at events for youth.

Norway

Norway bans advertising on television targeting minors under 18, as well as advertising 10 minutes before or after children’s television programming.  

Sweden

Sweden has banned all advertising targeting children under 12 on television. 

Luxemburg

The country bans all advertising centred around children’s television programming.

Belgium

There is a ban on television advertising in children’s programming under 30 minutes, though the Flemish area of Belgium bans television advertising 5 minutes before and after children’s programming. 

Germany

Germany bans advertising that makes a ‘direct offer’ to children. 

Greece

Greece bans advertising for children’s products on television. 

Italy

Italian law forbids advertisements in cartoon programming.

Denmark and France 

Denmark and France have unique standards for clear distinctions between advertising, entertainment and content on the internet so that advertising is more identifiable.

Notable Calls for Improved Policies

A significant number of local and international non-governmental organizations have called for bans or significant restrictions on advertising to children in light of evidence of its negative impacts, and apparent phsychological manipulation. The following list is not exhaustive.

Ontario Public Health Association

Resolution 4 (2008) of the OPHA calls for a ban on all commercial advertising targeted to children under 13. The resolution recommends this ban out of recognition of “strong evidence that younger children lack the cognitive abilities to understand marketing messages” as well as recognition of harmful impacts from advertising to children.

American Psychological Association

In 2004 the APA adopted a policy to call for legislation to restrict advertising to children aged 8 and under, citing concern over the sheer amount of advertising children are exposed to, in addition to increasing exposure in schools.

Toronto Board of Health

In 2010, the Toronto Board of Health recommended “a total ban on all commercial advertising targeted to children under 13 years of age” in consideration of children’s overall health. 

Ontario Medical Association

In 2005, the OMA called for a ban on junk food advertising to children in an effort to curb obesity.

Dietitians of Canada

In 2010, the Dietitians of Canada recommended consideration of regulatory measures to restrict advertising of unhealthy food to children, including television, product placements, sponsorships, advertising in schools, and other forms of advertising that impact children.

U.S. Federal Trade Commission

In 1978, the FTC proposed a ban or significant restriction of children’s advertising on television. The FTC proposal was based on its review of the scientific research on children’s advertising, and its impacts, at the time. After an industry backlash, Congress acted to scuttle the proposal, ensuring its failure.

Toronto City Council

In 2011 Toronto’s City Council nearly approved an amendment to its naming rights and sponsorship policy to ban sponsorships targeted at children. Councillor Vaughan’s motion, recommended by the Toronto Public Space Initiative, narrowly lost by 4 votes.

Section 4. Commercial Free Schools Recommendation
In light of this evidence, a complete ban on advertising to children within the TDSB is recommended, including a ban on naming rights sales/recognition to ‘donors’. 

A policy of commercial free schools would need to consider the practical difficulties of applying such a policy in dynamic real life circumstances, where school products may come with logos attached, where children and teachers may wear branded merchandise, and where some classes may use advertising in their curriculum for teaching purposes.

Therefore, a TDSB policy of commercial free schools should be worded so as to restrict advertising brought into schools intentionally by staff or other parties for fundraising, recognition, promotion, or profit generation purposes. The restriction would also prevent corporate sponsorship, funding, or involvement in educational programs, curriculum and materials, except where corporations would donate, without conditions or recognition requirements, to the system for the TDSB to freely allocate and utilize based on its needs. Recognition could instead be given through media releases and/or a special TDSB webpage. 
Advertising in this case would be defined by the conditions above, and include the placement/display of logos, naming rights, advertising in special event programs, sponsorships, donor recognition, advertising added to athletic uniforms and t-shirts, and branding through the use of scholarships. This definition would apply equally to corporate advertising and advertising from non-profits. 

Any advertising that was incidental or environmental (i.e. on student clothing), or necessary to fulfill educational needs (i.e. to provide examples of corporations in lessons) would be permitted.

Commercial free schools would place a high priority on providing protection to children and youth from advertising’s influences and on fostering a free and safe learning environment for them to enjoy. Commercial free schools would also ensure that the educational needs of students were met with sustainable and fair public funding, applied equally throughout the system. 

Reommended Amendment to Advertising Policy (P006)

The policy should include a clause that states: “Local school and/or student councils must endorse all local advertising initiatives before implementation, and all non-local advertising initiatives that impact the local school.”

Reasoning: This would make the Advertising Policy consistent with the Advertising Procedure 4.1(d) which states the same – in addition this recommendation includes non-local system wide advertising deals (i.e. the former one stop advertising screen proposal) under the policy because they have the same impacts and so should be dealt with by the same standard.
 

Recommended Amendment to Advertising Policy Procedures (PR507)

Existing

4.1(a) Policy P006 sets the boundaries for acceptable practices. Principals in conjunction with school councils may choose options within these boundaries to create acceptable local school practices reflective of local community values and norms.

Amend 4.1(a) to Read: Policy P006 sets the boundaries for acceptable practices. School councils, in consultation with school principals, may choose options within these boundaries to create acceptable local school practices reflective of local community values and norms. 

Reasoning: This amendment makes the Advertising Procedure consistent with the existing Advertising Policy clause 4.3 which states “School councils, in consultation with the school principals, may further narrow the policy for application to the individual school.” The procedure should follow the policy, which is of higher authority and currently empowers local School Councils to further narrow the advertising policy in the interests of students according to local school needs. 

*NOTE: The current Advertising policy allows School Councils to further narrow the advertising policy in their local school (subject to making the procedure consistent with the policy). The new advertising policy recommendations tentatively scheduled for June 12th 2013 TDSB AFAC seek to take away this current existing right. It is suggested that proponents of the existing right  advocate to maintain it (as outlined above), and to make it stronger/consistent with the addition of the above amendments. 

Advertising Policy (P006)
http://www.tdsb.on.ca/ppf/uploads/files/live/93/161.pdf
Advertising Policy Procedures (PR507)
http://www.tdsb.on.ca/ppf/uploads/files/live/93/171.pdf
� The Advertising Policy is not currently consistent with the Advertising Procedure in this matter. Advertising Procedure 4.1 (d) states “The principal will bring all local school-based advertising initiatives to the attention of the school and/or student council. The school and/or student council must endorse all initiatives before implementation.” The policy does not state this, leaving it as a discretionary if this inconsistency is permitted to continue.
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