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ABSTRACT

The tandem issue of obesity and overweight is a serious global issue that has attained pandemic
scale. Media, particularly advertising, plays an active role in shaping perceptions and behavioural
patterns, influencing both how and what people eat. This paper analyses food advertising in Serbia in
2023 in the context of promoting dietary habits. Content analysis of commercials aired on a selection
of television stations during the year showed the overwhelming prevalence of ads for food high in fat,
sugar, and salt (HFSS), with confectionary products in lead positions. Commmercial narratives centre on
framing them as sources or catalysts for joyful, fun, and playful experiences. They encourage increased
consumption, snacking outside regular mealtimes, and position HFSS foods as essential components
to make meals feel complete.

JEL classification: M31, M37
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INTRODUCTION

Close to 25% of adult deaths can be linked to poor dietary habits (Development Initiatives, 2021).
Improving them significantly reduces mortality rates (Wang et al., 2019, p. 6). It is an astounding fact
considering the omnipresence of healthier eating as a topic in the media (veganism, superfood,
antioxidants, supplements, organic food, etc.). High visibility in this case does not match the numbers on
the other side of screens full of advertisements. They show that, despite all the fit models in food ads, the
world is in a pandemic of Overweight and Obesity (hereinafter: OAQO) (Boutari & Mantozoros, 2022, p. 2)
The scale of this health issue is especially alarming amongst children and minors (Coleman et al,,
2022, p.1).
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The reasons behind such a state are quite straightforward: people consume more energy than they
expend. Diets are unhealthy, there is not nearly enough physical activity, lifestyles are mostly sedentary
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2024). Poor dietary patterns include not only increasing
guantities but lower quality of food as well. Large percentages of daily energy intake across the world
come from highly processed foods rich in fat, sugar, and salt (Development Initiatives, 2021, p. 15). These
are referred to as having a content of ‘High Fat, Sugar, and Salt’ (hereinafter: HFSS).

Overweight and obesity are both complex issues. Their impact extends beyond health and physical
well-being, significantly diminishing overall quality of life. It affects mobility, education, job opportunities,
the ability to engage fully in daily activities, and self-esteem. Stretching from individual, psychological
into societal and economic domains, it limits opportunities for personal and professional development
while adding to social stigmatization (OECD, 2019, p. 14).

Onthe purely economicside of the issue, due to increased demand for related medical interventions
(diabetes, cardiovascular disease) OAO puts healthcare systems under pressure. It impacts workplace
productivity, insurance costs and GDPs (Okunogbe et al., 2022, p. 7).

Recognizing its dual, individual, and collective impact, it is important to understand the factors
driving it. One of those is the media.

Media is an institution of socialization (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2021, p. 46). People learn, grow, mature,
and develop while watching and listening to media (Gerbner et al., 1986, p. 12). What they eat influences
not only their physical status, but indirectly affects all other aspects of daily routines. In a similar way,
what they see, in terms of media content, shapes not only views, but indirectly shapes behaviours and
choices. And, what consumers see advertised by food brands is the message to eat more and more often,
have ‘fun’ and be ‘cool’ by consuming highly processed HFSS foods (Harrison & Marske, 2005, p. 1570).

OAO is a global issue; Serbia is no exception. With around third of the population overweight,
including children (Andri¢, 2023), overall patterns which include unhealthy food, a mostly sedentary
lifestyle (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2024), and businesses producing HFSS foods on the
rise (Nielsen 1Q, 2024) the future of this issue can be considered as worrying. This why it is important to
understand it from as many sides as possible, media and advertising being one of them.

There are no available studies in Serbia related to food advertising specifically. This paper examines
food advertising with a focus on television during 2023 in the Republic of Serbia. In the first part it
introduces a theoretical framework covering key aspects of the topic. The issue of overweight and obesity
is multifactorial and will be looked at from the point of view of health, economics and communication.
The research question we will ask is: How is food represented in television advertising in the Republic
of Serbia?

The research will be conducted as quantitative content analysis. A sample of commercials aired
during 2023 in Serbia will be looked at with the aim to understand which food is presented and how,
what the images and messages the Serbian audience is exposed to, and what models of behaviour are
promoted.

1. NUTRITION AND OBESITY OVERVIEW

Over 43% of adults in the world were overweight in 2022. That amounts to 2.5 billion people, out
of which 890 million were obese, 37 million of which were children under the age of 5 (World Health
Organization, 2024). The share has nearly doubled compared to 1990 (25%). Among adolescents, it
has increased fourfold. Over 390 million people aged between 5 and 19 were overweight, of which
160 million were obese. In OECD countries, 60% of the people are overweight, 25% are, or are on the
verge of being, obese (OECD, 2019, p. 13). One in 5 children and 40% of adults in the United States are
obese. The childhood obesity rate has tripled since 1970 (Sanders, 2024). Over 10% of the population
— 35 million people — in the United States have type 2 diabetes. As Sanders points out, around 90% of
them are obese.

The World Health Organization (2024) treats obesity as a ‘chronic complex disease’. It diminishes
health in general,increasing risks of type 2 diabetes, heart, bone health, reproduction, etc. It also impacts
the overall quality and life expectancy, impairing sleeping, mobility, work life, etc. It is expected that
92 million lives in OECD will end due to OAOQO related diseases up to 2050. Life expectancy is projected to
shorten for 3 years (OECD, 2019, p. 14).
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The medical reasons behind these facts are quite straightforward — there is an imbalance
of the input and the expenditure of energy (World Health Organization, 2024). People consume
more calories than they burn with physical or mental activity throughout the day. The body stores
excessive fat deposits (World Health Organization, 2024). In addition to eating more, the type and
quality of food people are constantly invited to consume via advertising also matters (Coleman et al,,
2022, p. 2).

Although the media is quite saturated with topics like veganism, superfoods, healthier eating,
wellness, etc.,, the Global Nutrition Report showed that not one part of the world is meeting
recommendations for healthy eating (Development Initiatives, 2021, p. 15). Over the course of a decade,
food groups considered to be crucial parts of a balanced diet did not show much increase. Globally, fruit
and vegetable intake remains 50% below recommended levels, while the intake of red and processed
meat is five times higher than advised. Sugary drink consumption is rising (Development Initiatives,
2021, p. 21). Fast food provides a significant energy share for children and teens, with 36% eating it daily
(Hale, 2024). In 2020, 16% of UK young adults (18-24) ate fast food weekly, compared to 4% of those
65+. In the United States, 37% of adults eat fast food daily, and 83% of households do so weekly. Over
half of French households and 97% of Chinese individuals consume fast food, with 41% in China eating
it weekly (World Population Review, 2024). The most harmful health impacts of the consumption of
unhealthy foods disproportionately affect adolescents and young adults, who consume more of these
food items than do the other studied groups (Statista, 2023).

OAO is a multifactorial issue. Contributing to it are psycho-social and genetic factors, but
also so-called obesogenic environments (World Health Organization, 2024). These include the
lower availability of healthier food, both in terms of its proximity and its affordability, the lack of
opportunities for more physical activity and mobility as well as inadequate regulatory frameworks
or an effective health system focused on prevention and early diagnosis, etc. (OECD, 2019, p. 53). As
with most issues, socio-economic factors play a role. From a strict economic point of view, two aspects
predominate.

2. ECONOMIC ASPECT OF THE OVERWEIGHT AND OBESITY PROBLEM

Key factors contributing to OAO are unhealthy eating habits and the consumption of foods rich
in fat, salt and sugar. These are powered by a multi-billion-dollar food industry employing thousands
of people and creating revenues that significantly contribute to GDPs. Most, if not all, of the industries
producing HFSS foods are on the rise. The chocolate confectionary market is valued at USD 133.6 billion
and is expected to grow annually by 4.76% (Statista, 2024). The junk food industry reached record sales
of USD 731.65 billion in 2022. It is expected to grow strongly through to 2031. In terms of business results,
HFSS industries are doing well.

On the other side of economics, the impact of OAQ is related to diminishing work capacities as
well as increasing health costs. ‘People with overweight use health care services more, undergo more
surgery and have more than twice as many prescriptions compared to people with a healthy weight’
(OECD, 2019, p. 15). Due to impaired health or a high risk for it, children with OAO have a higher chance
of lower school performance and are less likely to complete higher education. They are up to three
times more likely to be bullied, stigmatized, absent from school or be less productive, and have a higher
risk of unemployment (OECD, 2019, p. 14).

A study across 161 countries estimated overweight and obesity (OAO) would reduce global GDP
by 2.19%, with OECD countries facing a 3.26% drop by 2050 (Okunogbe et al,, 2022, p. 7). OAO-related
conditions will consume 8.4% of their health budgets, costing USD 425 billion annually, or over USD 200
per person (OECD, 2019, p. 15). At a December 2024 Health, Education, Labor & Pensions Committee
hearing in the U.S. Senate, Senator Bernie Sanders cited the American Diabetes Association, noting
diabetes costs have risen 27% since 2023, now accounting for 10% of U.S. healthcare expenditures, with
impacts expected to triple in 40 years (Sanders, 2024).

The OAO issue is diminishing health, lowering the quality of life and the potential to improve it due
to the risk of absenteeism, health-related lower productivity, and bigger challenges in completing an
education, all of which adds to financial pressures, which in turn makes dealing with OAO even harder.
It is a self-perpetuating cycle that appears difficult to break.
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3. NUTRITION HABITS AND OBESITY OVERVIEW OF SERBIA

In Serbia, around 30% of the population was overweight in 2022. This includes every third child
(Andri¢, 2023). Eurostat (2019) reports that 63% of the men and 45% of the women in Serbia are
overweight.

Nutrition habits in the country reflect this data, particularly among younger demographics.
A study found 35% of students in Serbia eat processed sweets daily or even more frequently, 20% drink
carbonated beverages, and 39% and 50% eat fruit and vegetables daily, respectively (Institute of Public
Health of Serbia, 2023). Among 900 adults, 46% associated healthy living with eating well and 43% with
physical activity, yet 17% eat fast food daily, and only 30% avoid it (Nestle, 2022, p. 5). Over half (55%)
have home-cooked meals 3-6 times weekly. Healthier eating is more common in urban, educated, and
higher-income populations (Institute of Public Health of Serbia Dr Milan Jovanovi¢ Batut, 2023).

In terms of being physically active, over 23% of people in Serbia lead excessively sedentary lifestyles
(over 420 minutes per day). Every tenth person has daily exercise such as walking or riding a bicycle for
at least half an hour (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2024). Healthwise, over 46% of adults
had hypertension in 2019. Compared to 2006, the percentage has not changed, which suggests that
lifestyles haven't changed much (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2024). The leading cause
of death around the world and in Serbia are coronary diseases, known to have a strong connection to
dietary patterns (Wang et al., 2019, p. 1067).

Data on the business side confirm the health report. Categories which belong to HFSS are on the
constant rise in Serbia. For example, although there is increasing media exposure of dark chocolate as
a healthier option, the biggest share in sales is still by far milk chocolate 84.5%, whereas only 5.7% of
sales are of dark chocolate (Kovacevic, 2023). Looking at chocolate spreads, which are mostly breakfast
food, the most popular packaging is 700 g (19.8%), followed by 400 g (18.4%) and 500 g (12.9%). Over half
of the packages sold are large, so-called ‘family size’, suggesting that these products are a part of daily
family routines.

In 2023-2024, sales of carbonated drinks rose 3.2% by volume and 1.8% by number of units (cans)
sold. Sales of units of energy drinks increased around 14% and by 20% by volume. Close to 95% of all
drinks sold contained sugar. Only 5% of the units sold were sugarless (Nielsen 1Q, 2024).

4. ADVERTISING OF FOOD

Rather than selling, advertising works to shape perceptions of a product or a brand. It does not
affect buying directly; i.e, it is not a physical act. Advertising works on the psychological plain (Colley
& Dutka, 1995, p. 10).

An ad is a cultural text carrying meaning across all its visual, auditive or verbal elements. It
is a system of signs and codes sourced from the cultural context and shaped by commercial goals
(McMullan & Miller, 2010, p. 42). An ad mediates between reality and our perception of it (Noth, 2011,
p. 202). It translates existing meanings using familiar sign systems. As Williamson suggests, one system
of meaning, for example happiness or fun, is used to shape or influence another, such as nutrition,
dietary habits, the perception of a good meal, good food, etc. ‘Values from different areas of our lives are
made interchangeable’ (Williamson, 2010, p. 25). Key drivers in this process are emotions. An ad connects
them to tangible objects or services advertised. By doing so, it is ‘linking possible unattainable things
with those that are attainable, and thus reassuring us that the former are within reach’ (Williamson,
2010, p. 31).

Meaning is transferred both via visual and verbal aspect of each advertisement. Barthes (1977, p. 17)
suggests two levels of meaning in general. There is what we clearly see or hear, the denoted message.
Moving away from the obvious is the connoted message, or connotation. It is what is suggested,
inferred or interpreted and where meaning is actually assigned. Being subjective and dependent on
many personal and cultural factors, it ‘describes the interaction that occurs when the sign meets the
feelings or emotions of the users and the values of their culture’ (Fisk, 2011, p. 81). In advertising, it is
deliberate and strategic. Ads are created to be filled with signs, visual, auditive or verbal, working on
both the denotative and the connotative plain. ‘The denoted image naturalizes the symbolic message,
it innocents the semantic artifice of connotation, which is extremely dense, especially in advertising’
(Barthes, 1977, 45).
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Advertising shapes how people perceive things, suggests to us how to assign meaning to them,
and based on that perceived meaning, creates the potential for the act. In the context of food, it
works in line with the basics of priming theory. Behaviours are triggered by external stimuli (referred
to as ‘primes’) without the individual consciously intending to act that way or being aware of the
influence (Dijksterhuis, Chartrand & Aarts, 2007, p. 54). Food advertising is full of such primes. Images
and messages of sensory gratification through food consumption trigger a state called hedonic
hunger, or ‘thoughts, feelings and urges about food in the absence of energy deficits’ (Butryn & Lowe,
2007, p. 4306).

Food advertising not only influences perceptions and preferences for specific products, but of the
category as well (Story & French, 2004, p. 3). An ad for a brand of chips, for example, will appeal to
the general view and attractiveness of not only the advertised product, but chips in general. Therein
lies the biggest risk and the power of advertising to influence lifestyle choices and normalize potentially
harmful nutrition patterns. The impact is undeniable, being confirmed on the medical side as well.
The link between obesity and exposure to food advertising fulfils the criteria typically used to establish
causality in epidemiological studies (Norman et al,, 2016, p. 142).

Amongst factors influencing eating habits from the earliest age are family, peers, personal
preferences,and the price and availability of food, with culture and media gaining ever-more significance
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2024). They cultivate our perceptions and prime us for
certain types of choices. As per cultivation theory, the greater exposure to television, the greater the
influence of it on the daily life of the viewer. For example, as a result of its frequent portrayal in television
content, beliefs about the prevalence of crime and violence (O'Guinn & Shrum, 1997, p. 282) and trust
in police officers, lawyers, and doctors (Volgy & Schwarz, 1980, p. 152) tend to be stronger. Research
involving student populations (Giaccardi, Ward & Seabroo, 2016, p. 158; Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018,
p. 163) demonstrated a connection between television exposure and the reinforcement of traditional
masculinity and more conservative gender role attitudes, especially among male students. So, what
people watch matters.

In advertising, the content viewers are exposed to is often far from beneficial. The most advertised
food and beverage items globally belong to the HFSS segment (Coleman et al, 2022, p. 2). Products
high in fat, sugar, and salt are promoted four times more frequently than healthier options, with most
advertisements coming from a limited number of large transnational companies (Backholer et al,
2021). They are disproportionately directed at the young.

Aside from the quantity, the framing of food advertising messages is important. Looking at the
visuality and representations, there are easily recognizable patterns, or better said, normatives. Most
characters in ads for food in general, including HFSS segment, are fit and slim. A study showed that
only 7.2% of characters in ads in the United States are those with large body types. The population
average at the time of the study was 43% (Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media, 2020). In the UK,
57% of viewers said that they never or rarely see actors in commmercials representing them adequately.
Over 89% report that they feel pressured to fit to a body normative, feel negatively about their bodies,
are anxious, depressed, or ashamed (Women and Equalities Commmittee, 2020).

Reinforcing and normalizing, even glamorizing behaviours leading to unhealthy consequences
is a problematic area in food advertising. For example, eating between meals, often referred to as
snacking, was promoted in 83% of ads in a study in the United States. It was in 58% of food ads aired
during children’s programming (Harrison & Marske, 2005, p. 1570). In the total of the sample, snacking
was represented more frequently than all other meals combined (breakfast, lunch, and dinner). Other
potentially problematic messages include calls to eat more, or more frequently, to increase portions, to
buy one product and get another one for free, etc.

Most of commercial communication frames food, HFSS especially, as linked to happiness, fun,
being carefree, cool, exciting, etc. (Folta, Goldberg, Economos, Bell, & Meltzer, 2006, p. 247). A snack or
a beverage makes a moment just right. In their absence, the experience is incomplete or invalid (Folta
et al, 2006, p. 408; Harrison & Marske, 2005, p. 1580). Harris, Bargh, and Brownell (2009, p. 10) showed
that ads centred around snacking, fun, happiness and excitement, which constitute the majority of
commercials, directly contributed to increased food intake.

Portrayed as having no health consequences, they impact on the perceptions and attitudes of both
children and parents about what everyone else eats, or should eat, setting a dietary normative. Harris
and Graff (2012, p. 217) point out that ads mostly feature children who are full of energy, fit (or not
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overweight or obese), having fun despite consuming food which can be considered unhealthy. Looking
at ads, one can conclude that ‘most people regularly consume these unhealthy foods, most parents
allow these behaviours, and there are no negative consequences for doing so'.

Tackling these issues within regulatory frameworks varies across the world, from direct bans to
warning labels on packaging. France requires health warnings in HFSS food ads. Spain has launched
a public debate on the potential ban of HFSS food advertising directed at children. Starting October
2025, the UK will implement a ban on HFSS television ads aired before 9 PM (Osborne & Clarke, 2024).
The EU, via its Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMSD), urges Member States to self-regulate
and to develop specific codes of conduct for children’s programmes regarding the advertising of HFSS
foods (European Commission).

Labels on the front of packaging warning consumers in a clear way about high levels of sodium,
saturated fat or added sugars are already implemented in Mexico, Chile, Peru, Israel, Argentina,
Uruguay, Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela, among others. It is not only a way of educating and informing the
consumer, but also a way to put pressure on the industry to reformulate and improve their products.
The labelling of HFSS products was first mentioned in the United States in 2010. As of the end of 2024 the
labelling has yet to be mandated.

According to the Serbian Law on Advertising, an ad cannot induce children or minors to potentially
harmful behaviours (Article 21) that endanger their health or their development (Article 24). An ad aimed
at children or minors is an ad directly or indirectly communicating to them (Article 22). So, an ad talking
to parents about their children’s eating choices, from a legal perspective, can be seen as an ad aimed
at children. In practice, it is not treated as such. Article 11 bans deceptive advertising. Any promise of
specific nutritive features affecting health must be backed up by relevant studies (Article 58) (Law on
Advertising, 2016). Article 5a gives the opportunity to advertisers to unite and potentially self-regulate,
in agreement with the Regulatory Authority for Electronic Media. Until now, such self-regulation has
not been enacted.

5. METHODOLOGY

The method applied in this research is quantitative content analysis focused on advertising
of food. The medium in focus in this paper is television. Despite the expansion of digital streaming,
television still holds relevance. The average television watching time in the EU in 2022 was 3 hours and
20 minutes (European Broadcasting Union, 2023). In the United States, viewers aged 25-34 watched TV
for 72 minutes daily, while those over 65 spent over 5 hours (Neufeld, 2023).

In Serbia, TV viewing averages around 5 hours and 21 minutes daily. Minors watch about 2 hours
and 34 minutes, while those aged 18-49, often parents making children’s dietary choices, watch around
3 hours and 49 minutes (Nielsen Audience Measurement Srbija, 2023).

The advertising market in Serbia is dynamic. During 2023 close to 12 000 unique commercials — in
total over 8 million commercials — were broadcast on Serbian TV channels, promoting over 1,700 brands
(Nielsen Audience Measurement Srbija, 2023). The leading sectors in 2023 were: trade 19%, food and
beverage 18%, pharmaceuticals 14%.

Key research question is: How is food represented in television advertising in the Republic of Serbia?
Building on the perspectives presented in the theoretical introduction concerning the visibility, framing
and targeting of food advertising, the following hypotheses will be tested in the local context:

H1: The mostvisiblefoodintelevisionadvertisinginthe Republic of Serbiaisfood categorized as HFSS.

H2: Most frequent framing of HFSS food in television advertising in the Republic of Serbia is that of
fun, play, and being carefree.

The sample used in the analysis is a systematic random sample. The process of including units in
the sample begins randomly but is then carried out within a specific framework. The sample starts
on the fourth week of January 2023 as a random start and includes the next week of every following
month. The sample covers: the 4" week of January, 15t week of February, 2"d week of March, 3@ week
of April, 4th week of May, 15t week of June, 2"d week of July, 3" week of August, 4th week of September,
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15t week of October, 29 week of November, and the 3@ week of December. In total, the sample has
12 weeks of commercials aired in prime time (8 p.m. to midnight), on selected national channels across
the entire year. This accounts for 625 commercials. The process of reduction narrowed it down to ads
showing food (including beverages, excluding water, coffee and milk). The final number of ads in the
sample is 202.

The unit of analysis is the unique television commmercial. Ads were included in the sample once. The
frequency of repetition was not the focus of this research, therefore it was not taken into consideration.
The analytical unit is the visibility of food. The coding of commercials was implemented in line with
the code book setting the criteria for identifying relevant content. Commercials were analysed visually,
searching for presentations of food. Also, all the text or voice-over heard in ads was considered, searching
for key phrases framing the messaging around nutrition. The coding was done by 2 coders with
satisfactory intercoder reliability of 87%. The analysis implemented was descriptive statistics, mostly
frequencies. Building on the statistics, a qualitative view was applied to the themes and messages that
stood out as particularly relevant or widespread.

6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Visibility

Out of the total 202 commercials featuring food in some way (including beverages) 71% are ads for
food brands. Amongst the rest are several types of retailers, electronic appliances, delivery brands etc.

Chart1
Types of food in advertising

" 10%

W Sweets

W Pasta, pizza, bakery

B Fruit, vegetables
Fast food

15%

B Salty snacks

Cooked meals

B Healthy meal (oatmeal, granola, salads etc.)

1% . 6% B Sandwich

Source: research results.

The most visible type of food featured in the total of 162 commercials (excluding beverages) is
sweets and confectionary products. This category includes chocolate tablets, bars, biscuits, wafers, ice
cream and all other types of desserts. They appear in 62 ads, i.e., 38% of the advertisements.

The next most prominent food category, although almost 3 times less visible, is home-cooked
meals (24). Fast food is featured in 18, sandwiches in 16, salty snacks in 13 ads. With ingredients such as
mayonnaise and highly processed meats, sandwiches are included, as are pasta, pizza, bakery products
(high in salt and fat), the overall presence of HFSS food in television advertising in Serbia amounts to
72% of all visible food. This confirms H1 stating that the most visible food in television advertising in the
Republic of Serbia is food in the HFSS category.

Compared to various types of sweet or salty snacks, meals are significantly less visible. Out of
24 commercials displaying home cooked meals, 10 were for grocery retailer brands. The next most
visible were instant sauces (4), beer (4), household appliances (2), spices (1), carbonated water (1) and
hot dogs (1).
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Chart 2
Ads displaying home cooked meals

22%

0
= 44% B Grocery retailers

M Instant sauces
M Beer

Other
n17%

= 17%

Source: research results.

Healthier options are at the bottom of the visibility list in food advertising in Serbia, appearing
in 12 out of 162 ads. Most feature oatmeal, granola or other oat-based products. Only one brand
promoted 100% plant-based products like meat alternatives while 3 ads had plant based as a secondary
feature.

The majority of products do not have striking claims about ingredients or formulas. Claims that
the product was sugarless, had added sugar, or low sugar — were most frequent (6), that the product
was a source of vitamins (5), or had no additives (4). It is important to note here that the fact that
these claims are not (highly) visible in television ads does not mean that they are not there or are
not relevant. An insight into product presentations on social media or in stores could show a different
situation. Due to the time constraints governing television advertising, brands choose the information
they share in ads. It is possible that some use other channels to focus more on the health(-ier) features
of their products. What this data shows is that these aspects are still not a communication priority
for mass audiences.

Oneinteresting aspect of what we can see in food ads are the models and actors. In 202 commercials
there were over 600 main and supporting characters. Regardless of the food category, not one of them
was overweight or even in the vicinity of it. All can be described as fit. There was very little if at all
diversity in the body or any other kind of representation. The national average is quite different. Based
on the national statistics cited earlier, 30% of the population falls into the OAO category. Knowing this,
it would be reasonable to expect that, out of a group of more than 600 people, a certain number could
be at least overweight, if not obese. These representations help to construct a normative in terms of
body and appearance. The acceptable visual standard seems to be being fit. On the other hand, the
actual products in commercials help produce weight gain and becoming overweight and/or obese.
The types of food promoted are the exact opposite of those which help to achieve the propagated ideal
body normative.
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Context

Aside from what is presented, it is important to understand how it is presented. For that reason,
visible food is analysed in both social and occasional context.

Chart3
Food consumption context — social

8%

= 18%

H Alone

B With company
27%

" | With family

Other

Source: research results.

In terms of the social context, results show that most of the food, 47%, was shown being consumed
in some kind of company (mostly friends). The second most prominent group is family, with 27%.
Around 18% of the presented food was consumed alone. In general, this is not a surprise since food
does have a connecting dimension in Serbian culture. All relevant events are shared and celebrated
with food; it is a way of showing love and care.

Chart 4
Food consumption context in the HFSS category — social

= 20% - 17%

u Alone
= With company

B With family

" 63%

Source: research results.

When looking at products that can be defined as HFSS food, there is a striking dominance of in
company as a consumption context (HFSS includes snacks, sweets, pizza, and pastries). Only 20% of it is
eaten with family. On the other hand, home cooked meals are represented in the family surroundings
in 14 out of 23 ads, i.e., over 50%.

Spending time in company suggests having fun and socializing as a primary goal, as confirmed in
the majority (80) of all ads (202) and presented in Chart 5. Both visual and verbal narratives focus on fun,
joy, being carefree, growing up happy, enjoying childhood to the fullest, etc.

IJMCBEM 1(20)




Visually, all commercials are upbeat, dynamic, and vibrant. Activities shown are centred on a good
time; actors are smiling, interacting with each other in an overall positive atmosphere. Environments
are colourful, full of light, both indoors and outdoors. When the ads feature or target children they
show them having a great time, taking the product and eating it without hesitation and with parental
approval.

The next most prominent occasion are routines covering all daily food related activities, such as
preparing and eating lunches, breakfasts, cooking, selecting ingredients, etc. Regular mealsare prepared
and consumed with household members, primary or secondary family members. It is important to
note that that commercials like these do show people having a good time, not excluding fun, but their
primary message is around family connecting over shared meals

Relaxation as a framing context covers using food as a means to release stress, indulge in the taste,
texture, moment of consumption, etc. It is mostly related to sweets, 12 out of 14 ads in this category.

Chart 5
Food consumption context — occasion

90

= 80

80
70
60
50
40
30

20

Fun Routines Relaxation Other

Source: research results.

The difference in the intensity of fun and lightheartedness being insisted upon in the HFSS category
compared to healthier food or home-cooked meals is striking, as presented in Chart 6. Nothing is
portrayed as more fun than the products problematic in the long run. Out of 41 ads stressing fun,
34 were for various types of sweets. Only 5 showed some kind of home-cooked meals, and a mere
2 showed healthy foods. This confirms H2 stating that the most frequent framing of HFSS food in
television advertising in the Republic of Serbia is that of fun, play, and being carefree.

Chart 6
Types of food — differences in framing
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Positioning of HFSS food items within the content is also relevant, especially in children targeted
ads. In 29 out of 31 ads targeted directly at children the food in focus is HFSS, predominantly sweets (22).
They are presented as snacks, routinely consumed between meals and as a part of a fun, playful day full
of learning and adventure. Building on the data shown in the introduction, this confirms the trend of
people, children especially being invited not only to eat more but the eat more often.

Chart7
Commercials with parent-child interaction and approval
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In 57 ads there is an interaction between a parent and a child or children involving food. The parent
gives the food to the child or children, or signals approval about the food being eaten. Those signals
were identified visually as not acting to stop the consumption, smiling while looking at the child and
verbally, in specific choice of words with tones of approval. The idea of parental approval of a child'’s
eating habits is expected. But almost half of the ads (44%) showed parents approving one type of
food-sweets. This data supports findings from other studies mentioned in the theoretical framework
showing the prevalence of non-meal snacking in advertising aimed at children.

Messaging

What actually seals presented commmunication frames is messaging. Working with visual aspects
in synergy, verbal narratives are centred around fun, joy, being carefree, etc. Not only do they invite
consumers to participate in the consumption, they construct those moments. A clear standard of what
is right or wrong is set. Products are represented as pieces which complete an experience, suggesting
that in their absence it would be somehow lacking or invalid. The right moment is the one including
having a bit of chocolate or a few chips. Otherwise, it seems like it just cannot be right. Some of the
examples are ‘Do not let the joy wait’; ‘Your good mood starts here’; ‘Let yourself go to the enjoyment’;
‘Fill every day with positivity’; ‘Recipe for Magic’; ‘For unforgettable nights’; ‘Make every day your own’;
‘Freedom is within you’; ‘For our good times', etc.

This is especially relevant in commmercial content intended for children. Parents are shown, both
visually and verbally, as approving the consumption. Some examples of messages are: ‘The joy of
growing up their own way’; ‘Soft and irresistible, going great with play’; ‘Open up, enjoy and the sweetest
fun awaits’; ‘Having fun together’; ‘Let the fun begin’. Although most of them are ‘officially’ directed at
parents, they feature kids and their interaction with parents, and the product makes it clear who is
supposed to consume it. It would be expected that commmunication towards sensitive groups such as
children would be exposed to a higher level of scrutiny. According to the above-mentioned articles of
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law, these could be treated as legally forbidden ads aimed at children. Nevertheless, the food promoted
to or for them is of lower nutritional quality than the one intended for adults.

None of the ads show any indication of potential harm if consumed too often or in excess, or what
the appropriate levels are. Some messages actually stress the ingredients, saying, for example, ‘rich in
milk’. There is no data about how rich, what rich means, is it fresh milk or powdered milk, etc. There is
also no mention of sugar or fat content as potential downsides of the supposedly milk-rich product.
Certain brands emphasize features such as no artificial colours, no preservatives, etc. Even so, those
products still contain high contents of sugar, salt, fat, etc,, so the actual messaging gets blurred. One
could argue that they just stress the positives and avoid communicating negatives. But in this case
even the positives are in some cases manipulated to sound ‘cleaner’ that they actually are.

Meals are a desired commmunication territory for a lot of brands in the HFSS segment (carbonated
drinks, spreads, sauces, etc.) They work strategically to position themselves as a part of a complete home-
cooked meal, as that one missing piece that holds everything together. Some of the messaging in that
context is: ‘Domestic flavours that bring us together’; ‘Cooking with joy for all generations’; ‘Complete
the story’; ‘For magical dinners’, etc. The products behind these messages are grocery retailers and
producers of mayonnaise, instant sauces and soups, and carbonated drinks. A very illustrative example
is the famous Coca-Cola. Three unique commercials featuring meals were identified in the sample. All
are a part of ‘Real Magic'-the global communication platform for the brand. The campaign focused
on food is named ‘A Recipe for Magic'. The company states this effort was designed to ‘encourage the
passion for food in each city across the globe’ (Coca Cola, 2022). The idea is to celebrate the collective
joy and connections created via shared meals. Specific messages in ads aired in Serbia are: ‘Real
magic’; ‘Coca-Cola and unforgettable nights — a recipe for magic’; ‘Home-made pasta and a nice cold
Coke — my recipe for magic’. The brand was always shaped to appeal to younger audiences intent on
having fun, playing, going out, being adventurous. Simultaneously, the brand is creating an additional
communication pillar centred around home-cooked meals, infiltrating the drink even more into daily
family routines. In the same sense that confectionary brands imply that snacking is a relevant occasion,
positioning themselves accordingly, other brands target the mealtime ritual, presenting themselves as
a ‘necessary’ part of the experience, one that furthermore is fundamental to its completion. ‘Not one
of these ads will tell you that a 20-ounce bottle of Coke contains 15 teaspoons of sugar, over twice the
recommended daily limit for kids' (Sanders, 2024).

CONCLUSION

OAOQO is a complex and multifactorial issue. It has individual and collective impact, stretching from
psychology to economics. From diminishing health, the overall quality of life, mobility,education, growth,
job opportunities, and productivity to national and global GDPs, OAO is growing in importance. It is
a problem to be tackled on all sides (medical, communication, regulatory, etc.). On the communication
front, the presented research confirmed certain global trends as well as showed the specifics of the
Serbian food advertising context.

The most visible in advertising during 2023 was the HFSS-type food by far. Within that category,
the predominant segment was sweets. They were almost 3 times more visible than the next on the list,
home-cooked meals.

Most of the HFSS-type food is promoted as a snack. So, the type of eating most visible to mass
audiences is snacking (on sweets) outside of regular meals. There is an almost constant call to eat more
or more often.

In terms of context, food in general, and the HFSS type in particular, is consumed mostly in
company or with family. It is in line with the cultural specifics and the relevance of food within it. All
major events are marked and celebrated with the sharing of food. On the other hand, the fact that
potentially harmful food is positioned in socializing occasions helps to make it look ‘innocent’, which
leads us to communication framing.

HFSS-type food is predominantly framed as a part of fun, playful experiences, enhancing the
moment, making it just right. Other options, such as home-cooked meals or healthy food, is rarely
represented this way. Ads are upbeat, dynamic, positive, and always showing models who are fit.
Even in ads for products saturated with sugar or fat content, actors in them are not in the vicinity of
being overweight, let alone obese. One might say it is a branding standard. The more problematic the
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product is, the more fun and excitement is infused into it, both visually and verbally. So, together with
the invitation to eat more, there is the inducement to eat lower quality food. And most of such ads is
directly or indirectly aimed at children, minors, adolescents, and young adults.

One of the most relevant aspects of these commmercials is the presence and role of parents. Ads show
them giving children sweets with smiles of approval and then leaving them undisturbed to continue
with their playtime. There is no suggestion of potentially harmful ingredients from the HFSS scope, nor
are there warnings about the amounts or the frequency of consumption. The overall impression these
ads give, both visually and verbally, is that everything is completely safe.

In terms of messaging, what ads aim to tell us is that there are products which will complete an
experience or occasion, make it better, more exciting, more fun, etc. They are framed as perfect missing
pieces to fit into our daily activities, making each moment valid or worthwhile. The selected features
which are communicated in ads rarely stress the actual ingredients. Rather, they tell the story, in the
most positive light, of special moments created. If at all communicated, ingredients such as ‘rich in
milk’ remain in the grey area, obscure, with no specifics about how much milk, what kind of milk, how
much sugar is in that milk or chocolate bar. There is no doubt that food advertising narratives are on
the positive communication end. Any potential downsides or things to be aware of or careful about are
completely ignored, even hidden.

Advertising is not just about facts; it does not have to show reality. But what exactly is the line
between making things look good and deception is an old and still unanswered question. It isimportant
to note that this study encompasses television advertising, which is not the only form of advertising
consumers are exposed to. No general conclusions can be made outside this one specific media.
Additional directions for research could include in-store presentations, outdoor advertising, and — of
especial relevance and impact — digital channels. All this would add to the overall understanding of the
topic.

What we hear and see shapes us. And what we see and hear in food advertising helps to build
our perceptions and expectations, and indirectly our choices of food. But all the happiness, fun, play,
excitement, and hedonism you are promised comes with an array of potential risks which are nowhere
in sight. And in the era of fitness, proteins, diets, more and more complex beauty routines, etc., the food
presented to people via advertising, which is supposed to provide happiness and fun, is anything but
contributing to the wellness of our bodies or the actual quality of life in the long term. So, contrary to
the popular saying, when examining food advertising on both global and local scales, whether it is the
narratives, messaging or the visuality, what you see is often quite different from what you actually get.
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