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In addition to reaching children through the usual channels used to advertise products, manufacturers find the Internet affords an expanded opportunity. 

The Hostess Company has a Web site featuring interactive games for children. Planet Twinkie's primary target audience is children from 7 to 11 years of age. Although the Web site does not sell any Hostess products or provide information about them, it succeeds in imprinting brand name and loyalty in children's minds. According to a company representative: "It's important to establish and enhance a brand personality with children for a couple of reasons. Children influence their parents' buying decisions. If we establish brand loyalty at a young age, kids will remain loyal consumers as adults. Planet Twinkie establishes brand loyalty with children by engaging them in fun games and activities that enhance the brand personality and keep our products top-of-mind.". 

Planet Twinkie's Web address is printed on all Hostess product packaging, and mentioned at the end of the company's television commercials. Additionally, several cross-promotions with child-friendly Web sites direct additional traffic to Planet Twinkie. The most frequently visited area of this Web site, "Downhill Extreme," features a raccoon on skis, an image familiar to children who have seen it in the company's television commercials. The animal attempts to gobble up as many Twinkies as it can. 

Keebler's online marketing program provides instant messages for children who surf the Internet. According to Anndee Soderberg, a Keebler representative: "Instant messaging is an ideal advertising venue. Just as consumers are tired of traditional online advertising, ActiveBuddy shows up with a fresh, welcome way of interacting with customers. And the stellar results from our test suggest the integration of brand with instant messaging is the way to go.". 

Cheez-It Crackers employs an instant message system for promotional purposes as well. Smarter-Child Instant Message launched a National Football League section that delivers current football information, along with Cheez-It Crackers Game Day Sweepstakes. Football season tickets are given away in the online-offline integrated promotion. 

Kellogg prints secret codes in special marked boxes of its food products. Children use the code to log on to the Kellogg Web site and earn points with which they can buy items listed on the Web site. 

Commercial Partnerships. Inevitably, child food product promotion became entwined with the marketing and promotion of other enterprises. The linkages vary, and include school vending machines, children's theme parks, publishers of juvenile books, game manufacturers, popular cartoon characters from children's television programs and movies, sporting events, and other enterprises. 

School partnerships with Coca-Cola and Pepsi have existed in the United States for many years. One or the other has had exclusive contracts in many public schools to install vending machines with their products, offer T-shirts with brand logos, and engage in other promotional programs to win the hearts and stomachs of American school children. Brand preference is imprinted on young minds, with oblique endorsement by the participating schools. In return, schools receive handsome sums to finance new band uniforms, the rental or purchase of musical instruments, school trips, and other extracurricular activities frequently not available in otherwise Spartan school budgets. 

More recently, schools have linked their Web sites to companies in exchange for laptop computers for their students. Other cooperative programs provide schools with closed-circuit television viewing of news, in conjunction with advertisements of products sold by the donors of the appliances. 

Old staple tie-ins have been with Willy Wonka Candies and McDonald's Happy Meals. Cereals for children have long had toy offers from the latest movie or television show. 

Many newer tie-ins are linked with Walt Disney Productions. Nestle's Wonderballs feature different candy characters from Disney movies. Minute Maid's partnership with Disney rolls out a line of Disney juices and juice drinks. Mickey Mouse and his pals engage in sports, interactive games, and activities on food packages. Kellogg also has a partnership with Disney, giving it exclusive rights to develop and market foods promoted with Disney characters such as Mickey Mouse, Winnie the Pooh, Disney princesses, characters from The Lion King, Peter Pan, 101 Dalmatians, and Toy Story. Kellogg is part of a group of sponsors at Disney's theme parks and resorts, and Kellogg cereals are the official breakfast products served at Walt Disney World, Disneyland Resort, and Disneyland Paris. Jointly, Kellogg and Disney are co-developing promotional programs in Disney's entertainment properties, including film, television, and theme parks. 

General Mills has created its own cereal theme park, Cereal Adventure. The park is a 16,000-square-foot attraction at the Mall of America in Bloomington, Minnesota, the nation's largest retail and entertainment complex. Ami Miesner, president of General Mills Entertainment, describes the park as "a playful, interactive learning experience where kids can immerse themselves in the exciting world of cereal, from learning how it is made, to creating their very own cereal brand." At the park, young children can play games, slide down a giant spoon into a Cheerio-filled cereal bowl, and climb the Honey Nut Hive, which holds more than 500 gallons of honey. Older children can read about Cheerios' 60-year history, see vintage Wheaties boxes, and have their pictures taken atop a 24-foot high cereal box. Children can take a trip through the Lucky Charms Magical Forest, slide down 23 feet into a giant pot of marshmallows, and walk on a special floor that makes them feel as if they are walking on marshmallows. The park houses a 50-foot tall Cocoa Puffs mascot, Sonny, the Cuckoo Bird. An oversized Cheerios box in the park could hold 4 million pieces of the cereal product. 

Food companies have also entered into partnerships with book publishers. In 1994, the Charlesbridge Publishing Company used snacks to represent stars in The M&M Brand Counting Book for young children. Simon & Schuster published The Cheerios Play Book, which became a best seller and sold more than 1.2 million copies within two years. A HarperCollins' publication features Kellogg's Fruit Loops. Other selections star Hershey's Kisses, Oreo Cookies, Pepperidge Farm Goldfish, Reese's Pieces, Skittles, and Sun-Maid Raisins. Critics are concerned that such tie-ins with books for young children imprint brand names in their minds and hook them on "fun foods.". 

Among game tie-ins is Popsicle Pokémon, in the shape of popular Pokémon characters. Promotional ice cream flavors include Godzilla Vanilla, tied to the release of the Godzilla film; Infinity Divinity, linked with Toy Story 2; and Dalmatian Sensation, tied to 101 Dalmatians. Shrek Sugar Cookies feature the faces of Shrek, Donkey, Lord Farquaad, Princess Fiona, and Dragon. The back of the cookie box gives a brief description of the film's storyline and features stills from the cartoon. 

Characters from the popular television show, The Simpsons, appear on boxes of Kellogg's cereals. Also, there are Homer's Cinnamon Donuts and Bart Simpson Peanut Butter Chocolate Crunch Cereal. 

The Girl Scouts have formed partnerships with Dreyer's and Edy's ice creams. The most popular Girl Scout cookies are used in limited-edition cartons of these ice creams. 

PLB Sports produces Flutie Flakes in recognition of Buffalo Bills' quarterback, Doug Flutie (now playing for the San Diego Chargers). In addition, PLB Sports introduced a new line of cereals "to help fans show pride in their favorite university." The company produces limited-edition boxes of sugar-frosted corn flakes, featuring the sports emblem, fight cheer, and school colors, with names such as Maize 'N Blue for the University of Michigan; Crimson Crunch, for Alabama; Hog'ems, for Arkansas; Aubie Flakes, for Auburn; and Cornhuskers Crunch, for Nebraska. Such tie-ins are extended to ice creams as well, with "Seminoles" and "Gators" as flavor names for ice creams produced expressly for Florida schools. 

The Great Disconnect. Angela M. Miraglio, a registered dietitian and Fellow of the American Dietetics Association, provides food and nutrition communications and technical support services to food and beverage companies and trade and professional associations. With her background, both as a health professional and also working with the food industry, her perspective is broad. Miraglio appreciates the importance of establishing good eating patterns and attitudes towards food in early childhood, because childhood practices usually lead to lifetime habits. Miraglio suggests that "parents, caregivers, teachers, and food and beverage manufacturers share the responsibility for ensuring that children's nutritional needs for growth and development are met, and for educating them in healthy eating and lifestyle.". 

However, there is a great disconnect. Parents, caregivers, and teachers--even those who are intensely interested and conscientiously dedicated to meeting children's nutritional needs--feel frustrated by overwhelming forces that push in the opposite direction. 

Promoting children's food products on television is only one of several forces, discussed earlier, but it serves as an example. One study, reported in July 2001, shows that of nearly 40 hours of monitoring commercial television programs, 272 food advertisements appeared. Nearly half of all the foods advertised during children's programming featured cakes and candies. Fresh fruits and vegetables were not advertised at all during the survey timespan. Children watching television during Saturday mornings view more than twice as many advertisements for unhealthy foods as adults view in programming after 9 p.m. The cumulative effect, says the report, is to "portray unhealthy foods as desirable and to undermine efforts to encourage healthier eating patterns. Advertising during children's programming continues to present a grossly unbalanced nutritional message, creating a conflict between the types of foods promoted and national dietary recommendations. In the context of rising childhood obesity and scientific evidence that (typical) diets have a detrimental effect on children's current and future health, this selective targeting is unjustifiable.". 

Added material. 

Mrs. Hunter is CR's Food Editor. 

HOW ARE AMERICAN CHILDREN FARING?--Data from USDA surveys, The President's Council on Physical Fitness, and the American Heart Association note the growing problem of childhood obesity. 

--The American Heart Association estimates that 27 million American children under 19 years of age have high cholesterol; and 2.2 million, high blood pressure. Many have type II diabetes and other heart risk factors associated with excessive weight. 

--Data from a 1998 federal nationwide survey of more than 5,500 American children from birth to 9 years of age were compared with a similar survey from 1994 to 1996. Snack and soft drink consumption rose; milk consumption declined. Snacks contributed about 20% of the daily calories consumed. Over the past two decades, soft drink consumption increased 21% among 2- to 5-year-olds and 37% among 6- to 9-year-old children. 

--USDA data show that children are low in many nutrients, especially vitamins E and B6, zinc, calcium, and iron. 

--A recent study concludes that "a child's odds of becoming obese increase by 69% with each additional daily serving of sugar-sweetened drinks." In an obesity program at Children's Hospital in Boston, director David S. Ludwig, M.D., suggests a link between soft drink consumption and obesity, independent of other factors of food intake, television viewing, and physical activity. Among adolescents, 65% of girls and 74% of boys consume soft drinks daily. Consumption rates have doubled in the past decade. 

--B.T.H. 
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