























Wha Pays the Pifser?

EDUCATING THE PROFESSIONALS

In food industry communications with professionals, the distinction
between product promotion and education is often slight. Indeed, it is
actually difficult 10 determine which activities the companies
themselves would legitimately deseribe as promotional, and which
educational. Where infant formula companies provide fellowships to
nutrition students, sponsor all-expense-paid workshops on infant
feeding for health professionals, provide ring binders and other
materials (clearly marked with the company name) 1o nutritionists in
a position 1o recommend 1o new mothers one or another product or
feeding method, should these efforts be judged as educational or
straightforwardly promotional in intent? Now that {ormula com-
panies are abandoning “advertising” in developing countries, one
may rightfully ask whether their donations of nursery equipment,
their free samples for clinic and hospital patients, their gifts of
formula o physicians’ wives, will be retained as educational or
suspended as promotional. Do we not ask 0o much of professionals
to expect them to retain their objectivity in the lace of such sell-
SETVINE generosity?

Surely professionals should be the group maost able to discern bias
in_industry-produced materials. They should, for example, be
sensitive o the tendency of a dairy industry-supported educational
review o emphasize somewhat disproportionately such topics as
dental and bone health, the role of milk in the diet, the composition
of dairy [oods, or the uselulness of ruminant animals in combating
world hunger. Similarly, a professional should anticipate that cereal
industry-produced pamphlets such as “Increasing Importance of
Grain Foods™ and “Breakfast and Today's Lifestyles” may paint a
markedly undiscriminating picture of the virtues of all processed
breakfast cereals—including questionably valuable pink and blue
ones. Yet as Todhunter's encomium about food industry efforts
suggests, a historic habit of viewing the entire food industry as a self-
less ally may prove difficult 10 overcome.

ENLIGHTENING THE PUBLIC

Though the public logically ought 10 be more vulnerable 1o
deception than professionals, there is some evidence that this may not
be so. In the present high-pressure commercial climate, even young
children are said 1o become aware of the selling intent of com-
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mercials, and polls reveal that the public is growing increasingly
suspicions of evervthing. Or perhaps nothing has really changed
since 1938 when in discussions about organizing an industry-
supported educational foundation, the then president of General
Foods questioned whether “the public would ever believe that profit-
minded industries would be unsellish enough to spend time and
money on anvthing that detracied from prolits.”* Whether or not the
public will so believe, even the most cursory examination of the kinds
of “objective” information sent o consumers when they ask [ood
companies for nutrition materials suggests that generalized wariness
may be highly appropriate.

To begin with, lactual information is olten astonishingly brand-
specilic. For example, the sources [or vitamin C listed in one large
company’s nutrition information booklet are (in order): ""Awake
frozen concentrate lor imitation orange juice, Orange Plus [rozen
concentrate for orange breaklast beverage, strawberries, Tang and
Start Instant Breakfast Drinks,” and so on.

A Nanonal Livestock and Meat Board Chart, “Functions of Food
and Nutrition,” lists meat first among sources of protein, iron,
vitamin A, thiamin, riboflavin, and macin—but not fat. And out ol
twenty-lour [oods whose protein, calorie, and fat content 1s listed in
another 1able, meat products—listed so as 10 emphasize their protein
content—accounts for 37 percent.

A booklet on nutrition from an international company that makes
{among other products) corn oil and corn oil margarine reads as il the
sole purpose of ingestion were o prevent coronary artery disease.
Another company has a handsome pamphlet entitled Smart Eating
that promises 1o tell the reader the things “you'd like to know about
nutrition, RDA's, labeling, additves and the like." Inside the back
cover is the explanation "sent to you courtesy of Breakfast Squares.
Smart Eating in this Busy World.” The whaole perlectly exemplifies
what sociologist Jules Henry would call “Glory by Association.”#
The product, a highly sweetened, [abricated cake product, is clearly
intended-to benefit from its implied association with good nutrition.

NUTRITION EDUCATION IN THE CLASSROOM

While consumers who write to companies for “nutrition informa-
tion" may be prepared 1o get their lessons with a sales pitch, school
children receive nutrition education messages and materials from
teachers in the classroom with all the associated authority that school
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confers. Ideally the materials will be objective and educational, but in
practice this is frequently not the case. Consider, for example, a
single, well-publicized educational campaign undertaken by a major
breaklast cereal company.

The Kellogg “Stick up for Breakfast™ campaign actually began
around 1973 with a coniest for children printed on the backs of cereal
packages. The contest was then “supported™ with television com-
mercials, print ads in comic books and other children's magazines,
newspaper ads aimed at encouraging parents to have their children
enter the contest, and in-store materials for [ood retailers, Finally, in
1975, the company induced the Washington, D.C,, school system 1o
conduct a [ull-week “Stick up [or Breakfast” program, with the
announced goal of increasing student participation in free school
breakfast. According to a company report, “the whole school system

as involved—about 3500 classes. Each class wrote a song on the
value of a good breaklast, and three winning age groups won a free
trip to Disney World.”® If more children eat breakfast, it is probably
to the children’s benefit, as well as Kellogg's. However, the company
and the program’s critics ulumately disagreed about whether or not
the program had actually increased school breakfast participation.
Moreover, there seemed 1o be little question that, in the end, the
school district invested more in the program than Kellogg, since the
time of many school personnel was involved. Since “each child who
participated [got] a certilicate . . . signed by Kellogg's and decorated
with 4 number of Kellogg's cereal box trade-marks, plus decals
representing symbols of Kellogg's cereals,” it could be argued that, at
a minimum, the activity was more promotional than educational

As much was suggested in a report on the program given by a
Kellogg vice president at an Advertising Age Promotion Workshop in
August 1976, Acknowledging criticism ol the “Stick up for Breakfast™
program by “consumer activists,” he insisted that such criticisms
“were far outweighed by the positive value. . . . We're not in it just
for the informational value, of course. [Such programs] can sell our
products. By educating children on the importance ol eating a good
breakfast, we are making an investment in the consumer,”

“Kellogg's contribution to nutrition education,” as one critical
consumer activist has pointed out, is merely a symbol of the “larger
problem of the food industry’s influence over nutrition education
programs.’" Much of the industry effort goes to producing materials
aimed at the schoolroom, materials that have been the subject of a
thorough investigation by Sheila Harty, an educational media
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specialist working with one of Ralph Nader’s public interest groups.
School-directed materials were also surveyed by the Richmond
subcommittee, Both analyses are now in print.¥

Harty's analysis begins with the observation that tight budgets
have been a constraint on schools wishing to provide up-to-date
materials on such newly popular subjects as nutrition. Seizing this
opportunity, industry has begun to produce “sophisticated educa-
tional materials, some graded K-12, teacher guides included. These
materials are available 10 teachers upon request, advertised in
educational publications or through publicity catalogs distribuied to
school systems,"”

“The question is,”" Harty asks, “whether instructional materials in
a product area prepared by those with vested interests could be free
from bias or promotional advaniage.” She concludes that whether or
not they could be free from bias, they are not. “All industry
educational materials provide the opportunity for brand name
identification and image-building with their inherent long-range
profit return [and] some . . . of these materials show definite product
promotion and bias.”"*

Consider, as a single example of what Harty is referring to, the
nutritional value chart that teachers can get from a maker of canned
and frozen fruits and vegetables. The chart recommends that for
“assured nutritional value you should choose canned or [rozen
products as all food value is quickly sealed within," Another colorful
chart from the same company shows how “variety in canned fruits”
gives nutritional balance. The varieties include “cling hall,” “cling
slice,” “freestone half,”” “freestone sliced peaches.” The “Iruit drinks
and juices” include “ping,” “pong,” “pi-li,” and “citrusip,” along
with the more botanically familiar orange, grapelruit, pineapple, and
tomato. An order sheet for additional educational supplies is
enclosed.

Under such circumstances, Harty notes, it is difficult [or teachers 1o
present a balanced picture. Teachers often order films and other
materials from publications like Educators’ Guide to Free Health,
Physical Education and Recreation Materials. The 1977 edition of
this directory, Harty points out, had 266 listings under “Food and
Nutrition,” of which 56 percent were from companies or trade
associations (up 12 percent from 1976), 19.5 percent from government
or military agencies, and 15.4 percent from media centers, Less than 8
percent ol the materials were from professional associations, foreign
governments, and consumer groups; 0.4 percent were from educa-
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tional organizations. The imbalance is notable on the face of it; in
fact it may be even worse than it looks. For when “industry does not
prepare 1s educatnonal materials in-house, the instructional media
centers 0 whom they contract are listed by the Educators’ Guides as
the source lor the [ilm. Teachers have no way of knowing beforehand
that a film is sponsored by a particular industry,”®

Unfortunately, there is no oversight group for such materials at the
federal, siate, or local level—and industry helps prepare the only
guide for separating the gold from the dross. Furthermore, though a
teacher may recognize the potential or actual bias of industry-
produced materials, obtaining resources with which 1o oller a
different point of view is not only more difficult but is almost always
more expensive. Thus free or inexpensive industry-produced mate-
rials tend 1o drive more costly unsubsidized educational materials
[rom the classroom,

The Richmond Committee stall was also particularly concerned to
find in the classroom nutrition-educational materials charactenized
by a “high degree of promotion.” As Congressman Richmond
himsell commented: “Young children do not have the experience or
education o distinguish between product promotion and nutrition
education, especially when it is presented o them by a weacher in the
classroom. Since there is no formal review of materials for accuracy
and [reedom from commercialism, there is a danger that classrooms
will become the new frontier ol advertising.”™

As to the industry's own perception ol its role in the schools, the
Richmond Committee stall noted an interesting ambiguity. In
responding to the stall’s questionnaire about food company respon-
sibility for nutrition education, the majority of companies respond-
ing said that the government should not educate the consumer,
leaving that o the food industry; they thought government should,
however, have primary responsibility in the school system. Yet, as the
staff noted, “the provision ol materials for nutrition education in our
school systems has been, and increasingly is, a major activity of the
[ood industry.”

This admittedly cursory overview of the educational activities ol
the food indusiry in schools and elsewhere inevitably raises a number
of important questions. The most important of all is whether food
industry elforts such as those reviewed here do any harm. To answer
that question one must deline what one means by “harm.” What can
be said is that some industry activities are deliberately misleading; for
example, a sugar indusuy pamphlet that assures children that
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“scientists have lound that generous amounts of sugar are a valuable
part of well-balanced diets for growing children.” Or such activities
may be blatantly promotional; for example the Distributive Educa-
tion Clubs of America teaches children about the [ree enterpnse
system by having them sell Pepsi Cola and other products 10 their
classmates.™ And, finally, certain promotions may be competitive
with more educational activities, for example, the Post Cereal and
Campbell’s Soup box-top and label collecting campaigns through
which children induce parents and neighbors 1o purchase many
thousands of dollars worth of food products so the children can earn
“Iree” athletic equipment for their schools,™

Whether one considers such outcomes harmful in a rich country
like the United States would depend on one's view of the product
being promoted, and on one's view of how children—and schools—
ought 10 be treated. At the least, bad activities and materials may, as
noted, drive omt good ones; and product promotion may provide an
unbalanced view of what constitutes a good diet. Where expenditures
for food accoum for a larger proportion of families’ incomes than
they do in the United Siates, the potential for harm would appear 1o
be far greater. Mistakes in purchasing products under circumstances
where the cconomic margin for error is nonexistent may have serious
health repercussions. Thus it would be especially important for
countries where advertising and promotion are ostensibly targeted at
an affluent minority 1o be sure that promotional materials are kept
out of both formal and informal systems ol education aimed at the
poor,

It is relatively easy to separate items that are overtly promotional
from those that are, at least on the face of it, educational. The
distinction has been most effectively made by a nuiritionist, Margaret
Phillips, who had extensive contact with industry-produced materials
as a stall member of the Society for Nutrition Education. In
testimony before FT'C, Phillips suggested that “promotional ma-
terials can be objectively defined as those whose origin or source is
apparent within the message even when the credit line is excluded ™
That is, educational materials are those that do not unduly
emphasize, or push, a single product or class of products.

Obviously there is a range of activities and materials on the
spectrum between nutrition education and product promotion. Even
clearly promotional materials may be differentially “harmful.” If
they are inaccurate, they are surely potentially harmful—and clearly
uninstructive. But there is a second level of concern, Beel, for
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example, is a good source of iron. Is a piece of promotional literature
that conveys that fact—along with the equally accurate information
that beef provides high-quality protein—useful educationally?

How professionals feel about such materials often tends to depend
on the characteristics of the food promoted. Promoting beel is
abviously nutritionally preferable o promoting soft drinks. Promot-
ing broccoli or spinach may be even more desirable in a country that
consumes too much animal fat and too few [resh vegetables. Hence an
mformational campaign promoting the notion that potatoes are a
nutritious low-calorie food can win good will from professionals—
since increased consumption of unprocessed potatoes in a society
abandoning them for fat-marbled steak may be viewed as a nutri-
uonal good. There has been much less support, however, for a very
similar promotional effort by the potato chip industry—even though
the campaign promised to be based on equally accurate information
about the nutrient content of the food involved. Commenting on the
“Make Room for Potato Chips” campaign, one newspaper observed
that cleaning up the image of the potato chip was like “irying 1o
portray Autila the Hun as a Pioneer in urban renewal.”®

In the end, all materials promoting single foods trn out o be of
questionable educational value since they tend, inevitably, to product
overkill. A story for preschoolers that infers that an orange is a good
daily snack seems, at first, less objectionable than a story suggesting a
candy bar for the same purpose. Yet the nutritionally acceptable idea
of an everyday orange turns out to be a conceptually limited and
unnecessarily expensive solution to the problems of inadequate
vitamin C intake and inappropriate snacking.

The intrinsic problem is that a food company or a food industry
group cannot alford to urge potential customers 1o cat less of its
products—whatever they are. And this problem alflicts not only
clearly promotional materials but even those that are, by the Phillips
definition “educational.” Thus materials from the meat industry
promoting dietary “balance” emphasize the essentiality of abundant
meat, materials from the dairy industry end 1o neglect low-fat dairy
products, and materials from the breakfast cereal manulacturers make
no serious distinction between the nutritional merits of whole grains
and of those multicolored, artificially Mavored, super-fortified confec-
tions promoted to children as breakfast cereals. It is surely not
incidental that, as Richmond observed, [ood company educational
packages urge eating something of everything,

The difficulty is that while such materials may not be technically
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promotional, neither are they really educational; sometimes, by
failing to help their users make critical distinctions between actual
products, they are merely ineffective in the context of a complex
marketplace. More often they are truly deceptive—not by commis-
sion, but by ommission. For example, consumer confusion appears to
be high in the United States in regard to the fat levels and nutritional
values of the hundreds of different dairy products on the grocery
shelves. Yet one searches in vain through the Dairy Council’s newly
developed nutrition curriculum for any trace of such useful informa-
tion. There is no suggestion at any grade level that overfat coronary-
prone Americans might be well advised to eat low-fat dairy products,
or that non-Caucasians might sometimes have trouble digesting milk
at all. Such problems do not exist in the food world of the Dairy
Council. The reality of the U.S. marketplace with its bewildering
array of more than ten thousand different items is missing entirely
from this carefully designed -package. So is acknowledgement of
consumer concerns over diet and health, food safety, the power of
advertising, and so on.36

Which brings us to the crux of the problem. Any company or any
industry’s ultimate goal is to sell products. In the end no company
can afford to do anything educational to threaten this bottom-line
outcome. The nutrition educator’s ultimate goal is to promote good
nutrition—to teach people how to get the best possible diet at the
lowest possible cost within the constraints of that person’s life-style.
These goals—that of the producer and that of the educator—are very
often incompatible, since much of what the educator ought probably
to be teaching in affluent countries is restraint, and nonconsumption
of the very overprocessed food products from which many food
producers make their greatest profit. No doubt the economics could
be manipulated so that it would pay food companies not to fool with
food—by the imposition of a high tax on the value added by
processing, for example¥’—but at the moment the economics often
work the other way. Which more often than not puts the food
companies at odds with the nutrition educator.

Theoretically, of course, the situation is different in developing
countries. There nutrition educators are seldom urging people to eat
less, but are instead trying to teach them how to overcome nutrient
deficiencies by supplementing their own or their children’s diets. Yet
even in developing countries, the foods that should be added to the
diets of those most in need of nutrition education are not the com-
paratively expensive processed products from which the food industry
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profits most. They are usually simple, locally available foods—green
vegetables, grains and legumes, or the cheapest of animal proteins, [uis
hard 1o see how food processors could “allord™ 1o support these
educational efforts.

Finding a way to deal with the problems presented by industry
educational efforts will not be an easy task. As has been illustrated,
the quality of the materials, the obviousness of their selling message,
and their potential for good or harm in various setungs all vary
markedly depending on who is producing the materials and on the
sophistication of those using them. Even the most blatantly promo-
tonal materials can be put 10 good use by a well-informed weacher,
who can use them to teach lessons on propaganda—if not on
nutrition. Perhaps a guide to teachers on how to assess such materials
would be one useful wol.

Auempting to restrict production ol certain kinds ol materials
raises constitutional free speech issues; establishing some sort of
monitoring board presents other kinds of difficulties. The Dairy
Council curriculum was judged factually accurate and appropriate
for its intended age levels by a review panel of the Society [or
Nutrition Education., Yet neither of those criteria deals with the
previously discussed serious limitations in its usefulness.

Countries with [ood industries less powerful than that in the
United States might well be able w enact legislation taxing the food
industry on a percentage of its sales, with the [unds to be used by an
impartial board for the production of nutrition education materials.

In the United States one answer clearly lies in making public
funds available so that educators can prepare nutrition education
materials and acuvities capable ol competing elfectively with
materials and activities offered by industry. Had there been any real
alternatives in 1975, one wonders whether the Washingion, D.C.,
school system would have been so receptive 1o Kellogg. Even the
modest 50 cents per school child appropriated for such efforts under
the 1977 Nutriion Education and Training program has already
generated a level of effective local activity in some states and cities
well beyond that provided for by the actual funds available. Certainly
educators are considerably more comfortable with the idea that the
good will drive out the merely venal than they are with the notion
that certain materials should be wholly barred [rom schools.

Meanwhile, it is critically important for educators to learn a single,
simple lesson. Few activities will be undertaken by any industry
without some thought about their contribution to the industry's
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profitability; the food industry can afford to support potentially
effective nutrition education efforts only so long as consumers’
improved nutrition does not imply a significant drop in product
sales. No company or industry group can really afford to teach “eat
less of what we make,” even if it makes nutritional sense to do so.
That is how business works of course; and where drain cleaners are
concerned, subtle (or unsubtle) inducements to buy ever more of the
company’s product may be harmless. Where food is concerned,
depending on the balance of the products so promoted, such urgings
may cause serious dietary imbalance. Therefore, when anyone
concerned with the public health is offered an “‘educational package”
by a food company, it is essential to consider whether the public’s
health is really being served. While such consideration is proceeding,
the caveat to hold in mind is an old one: ‘“He who pays the piper calls
the tune.”
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