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Nutrient profiling model (NPM) was used to identify HFSS products, per 100g
‘A’ points for nutrients such as sugar, salt and saturated fats
‘C’ points for nutrients such as fruit, vegetable, nut, fibre and protein content.  

Profile score = A – C              A score of 4 or above means a classification of HFSS

Food advertising may be detrimental for children, as it most often promotes
Unhealthy products.  

In February 2019, Transport for London (TfL), which owns one of the most
valuable outdoor advertising estates in the world, brought in restrictions on the
advertising of High Fat Salt or Sugar (HFSS) food and drinks on its network.



Aim
• To identify the rhetoric used in UK newspapers to negate and discredit 

structural interventions for public health purposes such as the TfL 
restrictions.



Methods
Media coverage of the restrictions (the ‘ban’) in UK newspapers and trade press.

Search - 1st March 2018 to 31st May 2019  (the launch of the public consultation, 
the announcement of the restrictions, and their implementation).  Factiva (Dow 
Jones & Company) database was searched alongside complementary manual 
searches.

152 articles

Thematic analysis: to identify and categorise arguments for and against the 
restrictions.

Document analysis: to deconstruct arguments against the restrictions



Articles

Launch of the public consultation Announcement of the 
restrictions

Implementation of the 
restrictions
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Arguments against the restrictions
Converged on two central claims: 

• childhood obesity was not an ‘appropriate’ problem for TfL to try to tackle
• advertising restrictions would be ineffective

Justification for these claims:

1) Identifying more important or alternative priorities

2) Casting doubt on the evidence and science behind the restrictions 

3) Highlighting the potential costs of the restrictions



1) Identifying more important or 
alternative priorities

Other viewers were outraged that Sadiq's interview was focused on junk 

food ads, rather than the shocking knife crime rates in the capital city.  One 

critic tweeted: "Sadiq Khan’s interview …. about banning fast food adverts 

is not worthy as the main talking point of the interview. What about telling 

the nation what you plan to do to combat knife crime? People are scared 

to leave their homes, I think that is more important than fast food?" 

(Daily Star)



2) Casting doubt on the science
And the points-based system [NPM] … means that McDonald’s can’t promote a 
Big Mac and fries but can [promote] its salads. But how many people associate 
McDonald’s with salads?                                                                                             

(The Drum)

[the] … marketing manager of Farmdrop, said: "[…] It's nonsense to score product 
in its raw form. You eat them with other products. It's the basics of cooking."  

(London Evening Standard)

In practice, the legislation will apply to all food or drink considered to be high in 
fat, salt or sugar (HFSS) — and that includes the kind of food your grandmother 
would have approved of, such as butter and jam                                        

(The Sun)



3) Potential costs
Khan’s plan is not just an idiotic idea but it will cost TFL (sic) millions in lost 

revenue. TFL (sic) needs more money. The system is running on a shoestring … A 

fast food ban simply won’t help.                                    (Huffington Post)

Conservative critics in City Hall said the ban would cost a cash-strapped Transport 

for London (TfL) £13m a year and could mean there will be less money for 

infrastructure upgrades. Polling carried out by YouGov in November found that 62 

per cent of Londoners would not support the ban if it meant an increase in fares.           

(City AM) 



• In the longer term, most public health interventions are cost saving and 
result in less pressure on services (Masters et al 2017).  

• Public health interventions that target industry tend not to result in long-
term negative impacts for industry (Larcker et al 2011, Law et al 2020).

• Arguments against the restrictions lacked acknowledgement of the details of 
the policy, especially the exceptions process.

• Claims that there is insufficient evidence to support the use of NPM rarely 
identify exactly what might constitute sufficient evidence.  

Discussion



Conclusion
Aim: To identify the rhetoric used in UK newspapers to negate and discredit 
structural interventions for public health purposes such as the TfL restrictions.

Arguments against the restrictions: childhood obesity is not the right priority and 
an advertising is not an effective way to address it. 

Harmful commodities tropes drawing on neo-liberal approaches that position 
public health in terms of lifestyle risk and undermine arguments for regulation.

Advocates need to consistently identify positive outcomes (Hilton et al 2019) 

• lessening advertising of HFSS products
• Increasing space for advertising of healthier foods
• Encouraging brands to reformulate and produce healthier versions of their 

products.  
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