Kraft to stop advertising its sugary snacks to kids

By Delroy Alexander, Tribune staff reporter. 


Trying to create a healthier image, Kraft Foods Inc. said Wednesday that it will stop advertising popular sugary and fatty snacks like Oreo cookies and Kool-Aid to kids younger than 12.

Amid growing concern about childhood obesity in the United States, the Northfield-based company said it will phase out this year all its TV, radio and print ads targeting 6- to 11-year-olds--10 percent of its current ad spending. The company said it does not spend money to market to children younger than 6.

"Advertising to kids is of particular concern to parents," said Lance Friedmann, Kraft's senior vice president of global health and wellness. "This is part of a broader commitment to health and wellness. It's a step in the right direction."

That means no more Saturday morning cartoon spots for other Kraft-made brands such as Chips Ahoy cookies, Kool-Aid Jammers and Capri Sun drinks, original Pebbles and Honeycomb cereals, Jell-O gelatin, Ritz crackers and all but a few of the less-fattening versions of Lunchables kids meals.

Those products, along with Oreos and Kool-Aid, are favorites among kids and account for about 10 percent, or $3.1 billion, of Kraft's annual sales, the company said.

Insiders estimated $85 million to $95 million spent on under-12 advertising would be redirected to products the company classifies as "better for you," such as Triscuit wheat crackers and Crystal Light beverages. Additionally, reduced sugar and fat versions of the products will replace fattier alternatives, and kid-friendly versions of products such as Oreos could soon emerge, said Friedmann.

Already, Chips Ahoy has stopped targeting younger kids with its commercials, but Kraft will still advertise the products to older children and adults.

Since July 2003, the company has been attempting to respond to public concern about childhood obesity and to lawsuits that singled out fast-food restaurants, including Oak Brook-based McDonald's Corp., and food processors like Kraft for the unhealthy nature of some products.

In 2003, about 15.5 percent of adolescents between ages 12 to 19 were obese, up from just 5 percent in 1980, according to the American Obesity Association. Among children ages 6 to 11, the obesity rate was 15.3 percent--more than double the number 25 years ago.

Last year, Kraft stopped marketing in schools and launched a range of healthier products, including 100-calorie packs designed to help consumers control portions and keep the weight off. But in June, Kraft backed away from an earlier pledge to cut the portion size of some products as part of a broad health initiative. It vowed instead to change nutrition labeling and introduce new reduced-calorie products.

However, the latest initiative is by far the company's boldest attempt to help create a healthier image.

In addition to cutting ads, the company is introducing a new labeling system that will put a flag on products that meet certain nutritional criteria set by the company, such as reduced-fat shredded cheese made with 2 percent milk.

Several rivals, including PepsiCo, have employed a labeling system to help consumers spot healthier options. And in September, General Mills became the first major food processor to make all its cereals, including Trix, Golden Grahams and Lucky Charms, using whole grains.

But none have gone as far as Kraft in promising major cuts to ad spending for key audiences--such as young consumers with budding brand loyalties--they have targeted for years.

"This was obviously a difficult decision to make," said Ken Harris, based in Evanston with Cannondale Associates, a leading food consultant who has done work for Kraft in the past. "They are setting new ground rules for food companies and the way they market to kids."

Other observers remained skeptical about Kraft's latest move.

"Nothing is going to change," said James McNeal, a kids advertising specialist and retired marketing professor at Texas A&M University. "The marketers will continue to target their market. There just will be Oreo movies instead."

One of the company's biggest critics also remained unimpressed.

"They are trying to be half a virgin and it just doesn't work," said John Banzhaf, a professor at George Washington University Law School in Washington, who is among those pressing litigation cases against food companies. "If it's wrong or objectionable to advertise unhealthy products to children, you don't stop doing it only halfway."

Banzhaf, who expects to launch a new round of litigation against food companies "within weeks," has continually pointed to the potential negative impact of Lunchables. "No self-respecting 12-year-old is going to walk into their school with a Lunchables meal," he said. "They are still advertising obviously to young kids."

Under the new program, Lunchables' Turkey Cracker Stacker Fun Pack, with 420 calories and 17 grams of fat, will no longer be advertised to kids under 12, but other versions such as the Chicken Dunks Fun Pack, which has 300 calories and six grams of fat, will be.

Shares of Kraft, 85 percent of which is owned by tobacco giant Altria Group Inc., on Wednesday closed down 1 cent, at $34.23, on the New York Stock Exchange.
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