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ABSTRACT 

Introduction: Constant exposure to sponsored content by influencers has a direct impact on the eating habits of minors, as well as emotional and self-esteem implications. Methodology: Thus, we aim to understand the type of advertising that teenagers in Spain receive regarding food and body care through influencers by conducting an online survey of 1055 minors aged 11 to 17 years. Results: Nearly 45% of minors confirmed that they receive advertising for unhealthy foods, and although fashion (48.7%) is the sector of body care from which they receive the most promotional inputs, exposure to cosmetic and beauty products (33.1%), fitness and gym products (23.2%), and aesthetic procedures (13.5%) is also notable. Differences based on gender, age, and socioeconomic level were also observed. Discussion: This information reveals that the measures described, such as the PAOS code or self-regulation codes, are not sufficient to reduce minors' exposure to promotion of unhealthy and/or age-inappropriate products. Conclusions: It is essential to continue promoting advertising literacy among minors to enhance their critical thinking skills and enable them to responsibly deal with these commercial messages.
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RESUMEN 

Introducción: La exposición constante a publicaciones patrocinadas de la mano de los influencers tiene un efecto directo en los hábitos alimenticios de los menores, además de implicaciones emocionales y de autoestima. Metodología: Así, se busca conocer el tipo de publicidad que los adolescentes en España reciben sobre alimentación y cuidado corporal de la mano de influencers mediante la aplicación de una encuesta en línea a 1055 menores de entre 11 y 17 años. Resultados: Casi un 45% de los menores confirmó que recibe publicidad de alimentos poco saludables y, aunque la moda (48,7%) sea el sector del cuidado corporal del que reciben más contenido promocional, destaca la exposición a productos de cosmética y belleza (33,1%), de salud física y gimnasio (23,2%) y a procedimientos estéticos (13,5%). También se observaron diferencias por sexo, edad y nivel socio económico. Discusión: Esta información nos revela que las medidas descritas, como el código PAOS o códigos de autorregulación, no son suficientes para reducir la exposición de menores a promoción de productos poco saludables y/o inadecuados para su edad. Conclusiones: resulta imprescindible seguir fomentando una alfabetización publicitaria en los menores que potencie su capacidad crítica y que les permita enfrentarse a estos mensajes comerciales de forma responsable.
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INTRODUCTION

Contemporary Western societies increasingly prioritize healthy eating habits and physical activity for all life stages. Even young children recognize their importance, as shown in the UNICEF Spain Opinion Barometer on Childhood and Adolescence (2021). While Spanish children and adolescents know healthy recommendations, those with lower purchasing power struggle to follow them. The family, school, and media are the primary sources for these recommendations.

The year 2005 saw the introduction of the PAOS code, which aimed to regulate commercial content pertaining to food's impact on adolescents. This co-regulatory agreement sets ethical standards for member companies about the development, execution, and dissemination of their advertising messages. However, in recent times, the focus on ensuring compliance with these standards has shifted towards social media platforms, where minors are known to spend a significant amount of their time. In the realm of advertising, the practice of leveraging influencers has become increasingly widespread. This trend has prompted the development of a set of guidelines for influencer marketing known as the Code of Conduct. This framework was established jointly by Autocontrol and the Spanish Advertisers Association in the year 2021 and seeks to promote ethical and responsible use of influencers in advertising campaigns. This supervision is especially relevant considering some research shows that influencer marketing for minors preferentially features products high in saturated fat, salt, and sugar (HFSS).

This article explores the relationship between Spanish adolescents and the advertising content generated by influencers on food and fitness. It is an original approach to this phenomenon, where traditionally, no attention has been paid to adolescents' opinions. The results may be helpful to reinforce and reformulate the regulation strategies of the advertising sector and, above all, those of the necessary advertising literacy of users in the digital environment.

The aim of this research is to analyze the exposure of minors to influencers’ promotional messages about food and body care products. We also want to detect whether the age, gender or socioeconomic level of adolescents introduce significant differences in exposure to this type of commercial content. To this end, using the quantitative survey method, a sample of teenagers was asked about which food and body care sector they believe they receive the most advertising from influencers. One or more answers could be selected; below, in the methodology section, the response categories are specified.



INFLUENCER MARKETING, ADOLESCENTS, FOOD, AND THE CULT OF THE BODY 

The amount of time spent by internet users on social networks makes them desirable for commercial brands (IAB Spain, 2023). These platforms offer the possibility of accessing specific demographics and are an essential source of information for consumers during product research (IAB Spain, 2023). To avoid overwhelming users, brands use attractive forms such as games, entertainment, and emotional and social arguments (Feijoo and Sádaba, 2022); in recent years, agreements with influencers have also been added to the mix (Nairn and Fine, 2008; Trivedi and Sama, 2020; Del Moral et al., 2016).

Between 2021 and 2022, the budget invested in influencer marketing in Spain grew by 22.8%, according to official data (Infoadex, 2023). Influencer marketing is when brands compensate users for posting content about their products or services. An influencer is a regular, anonymous user who has gained an audience that trusts their advice thanks to the content they generate (Lou and Yuan, 2019). Even minors admire some of their favorite influencers and consider them part of their close circle, leading them to value their recommendations and believe their advice for purchasing decisions. However, sometimes the content generated by influencers may not differentiate between an authentic recommendation and a commercial recommendation (Zozaya and Sádaba, 2022).

The impact of social media on body satisfaction is well-documented, (Tiggeman and Anderberg, 2020; Lowe-Calverley and Grieve, 2021; Su et al., 2021), particularly among young people (Feijoo et al., 2022). Consuming content on platforms like Instagram has been linked to feelings of unattractiveness: more than 40% of Instagram users acknowledged that the feeling of being unattractive started while using the app (Milmo and Skopeliti, 2021). Some research points out that placing unhealthy foods in influencers' posts increases children's intake of this type of food (Coates et al., 2019). The consequences of this influence are of concern, as constant exposure to this type of content could increase the risk of childhood obesity and have other emotional and self-esteem implications (De Jans et al., 2021; Feijoo et al., 2022).

Likewise, brands use influencers' bodies to communicate an ideal image (Powers and Greenwell, 2016). Appearance matters in social networks, and marketing uses it. Several types of research evidence the role of the body as an advertising appeal in the promoted publications of fitness influencers (Silva et al., 2021).

Minors are exposed to excessive advertising through their cell phones, which are now the primary means of accessing the internet and social media (IAB Spain, 2023). An exploratory study conducted by Feijoo et al. (2020) revealed that children and adolescents spend a significant amount of time on their smartphones using gaming apps and social networks, particularly TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube. These platforms expose users to approximately 14 minutes of advertising per hour of use, which is slightly higher than exposure to advertising on traditional media such as television. Advertising used to occupy over 80% of a child's browsing time, often for unhealthy food, beverages, and sweets on digital and social networks (Alruwaily et al., 2020; Coates et al., 2020; Feijoo et al., 2020; Gascoyne et al., 2021).

A literature review on minors, influencer marketing, eating habits, and body image showed that most studies are from Anglo-Saxon or Western European countries. Studies in the Hispanic context are anecdotal and varied and mainly focused on influencer content analysis, without considering minor's perspectives (Castelló-Martínez and Tur-Viñes, 2021; Tur-Viñes and Castelló-Martínez, 2021; González-Oñate and Martínez-Sánchez, 2020; Feijoo and Fernández-Gómez, 2021; Fernández-Gómez and Díaz Del Campo, 2014). This article offers a novel vision as it provides the perception of adolescents themselves on the reception of advertising content by influencers on social networks, which will provide a basis for establishing recommendations for brands and companies, as well as for educators and families.



METHODOLOGY

The data collected for this research is part of a larger-scale project (Feijoo et al., 2023) in which was studied the incidence of influencers on the dietary habits and body care of Spanish teenagers. This is an exploratory research on an emerging phenomenon for which an ad-hoc questionnaire was designed to respond to the specific needs of the study. This is a new instrument, previously validated in a pilot test in which the length of the survey and the wording of some questions were readjusted to the age of the respondents. We designed a questionnaire structured in four blocks: (1) Influence marketing in social networks: the first set of questions seek to determine the type of influencers that minors follow through social networks. (2) Advertising exposure to inputs on food and physical appearance: this set aims to identify the perception minors have on the advertising pressure they are exposed to by the food industry and by body cult followers on social networks and through influencers. (3) Predisposition towards these messages: this set aims to determine the opinion that minors have on influence marketing in the two aforementioned areas and their level of interaction with these contents. (4) Recognition of persuasive intentionality: advertising literacy among minors gauged by the scale designed by Rozendaal et al. (2016), ALS-C (Advertising Literacy Scale for children) which was tested on children.

We enlisted 1,055 individuals aged between 11 and 17 years old from a from a Spanish online user panel. The selection criterion was that they were social network users. The participants were subjected to self-administered online surveys using the platform Survio.com; they were selected through a meticulous process of proportional stratified random sampling, ensuring a 95% confidence level, a +/-3% margin of error, and maximum variance consideration. The sampling approach adopted a multi-stage design, looking for a better representation of our objective population, with the first stratum focusing on geographical areas and a second level of stratification based on the socioeconomic status of families (categorized as low, medium, and high). The final selection of survey participants followed cross-quota criteria related to gender and age. The fieldwork spanned from April to June 2022.

This paper focuses on the second block of the questionnaire. Table 1 describes the specific variables taken into consideration in this study to respond to the research objective. A descriptive analysis of the critical study variables is presented, such as (a) exposure to food/body care advertising in digital media; (b) food sector by which it receives more advertising from the hand of influencers; (c) body care sector by which it receives more advertising from the hand of influencers. Finally, a bivariate analysis took the demographic variables (age, gender, and SES) as a reference to establish the degree of association between the two variables and identify and understand the differences between the different population groups.

To determine the statistical significance of the differences observed in the responses in these crosstabs, the test of independence based on Pearson's Chi-square statistic was used to assess the degree of association between two nominal variables. In all cases, it was established that the p-value to reject the null hypothesis of the tests performed would be <0.05. When this is the case, the differences will be reported as significant. This will be marked in the text or with an asterisk (*) in tables and/or figures.

Table 1.

Description of analysis variables.









	Variable
	Values
	Type





	Gender
	Man

Woman


	Binary



	Age
	
	Ordinal



	Socioeconomic status
	High SES

Middle SES

Low SES


	Ordinal



	How often do you receive food or body care advertising in the following digital media?

Websites

Search engines such as Google

YouTube

Instagram

Facebook

Twitter

TikTok

Twitch

Games

Discord

Spotify

WhatsApp


	I do not use this platform

Never

Infrequent

Somewhat frequent

Frequent

Very frequent


	Ordinal



	About which food sector do you think you receive the most advertising from influencers?
	Healthy foods

Half-healthy foods

Unhealthy foods

I do not receive or am not aware of receiving advertising of these products


	Nominal



	About which body care sector do you think you receive the most advertising from influencers?
	Fashion

Cosmetics, beauty...

Aesthetic procedures

Fitness and gyms

Communication and events

I do not receive or am not aware of receiving advertising of these products


	Nominal





Source: Own resource.

The distribution of the sample was as follows: by age, 13.9% students aged 11, 14.4% aged 12, 14.5% aged 13, 15.4% aged 14, 14.1% aged 15, 14.1% aged 16 and 13.6% aged 17; by gender, 54% were male, 46% female. In terms of socioeconomic level: 30.2% low level, 50.4% medium level, and 19.3% high level.

The nature of this project implies a series of ethical considerations, particularly due to the participation of minors in the fieldwork. For this reason, the researchers got the express parental authorization expressed in a consent document, previously validated by the Ethics Committee of the university which holds this project (Universidad Internacional de la Rioja). Likewise, the same ethics committee supervised the project to be in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki (review of Fortaleza - Brazil, October 2013).



RESULTS

According to the people surveyed, TikTok and Instagram are the digital platforms that broadcast more advertising about products and services linked to the food or body care sector (Figure 1). Other more widespread applications, such as YouTube, search engines, or web pages, would have a slightly lower diffusion of these contents. Others, such as Spotify, Twitch, or Twitter, are placed one position behind, while on Discord or WhatsApp, it would be rare to see publications of this type.

Figure 1

Frequency of receiving food or body care advertising on different platforms.

[image: ]


Source: Own resource

The frequency with which adolescents report receiving advertising on these platforms has no significant differences in age or SES. Regarding gender, only in the case of the Instagram platform do females report receiving significantly more advertising than males [Never= M(9.9%) vs F(5.2%); Infrequent= M(22.7%) vs F(18.6%); Somewhat frequent= M(30.7%) vs F(29.6%); Frequent= M(24.0%) vs F(29.6%); Very frequent= M(12.8%) vs F(17.0%)].

However, the types of advertising that adolescents receive in these media from influencers are various and of very different typologies. In this study, the following has been determined:

- Children receive more advertising, almost twice as much, about unhealthy foods than foods they consider healthy (Table 2).

- Only 14.4% say they do not receive advertising about food products through influencers, and 11.9% do not receive about body care.

- Nearly half of young people (48.7%) receive commercial inputs about fashion from these content creators (Table 3).

- Promotions about body image are very present in adolescents' daily lives: one in three receives advertising about cosmetics and beauty from influencers, and 13.5% have even seen persuasive publications referring to aesthetic procedures.

Although the frequency with which adolescents are exposed to food and body care advertising through influencers is quite similar, especially in terms of gender and SES, are there differences in the type of commercial messages presented to them by these media figures?

Regarding food advertising, the answer is that there are no significant differences applying the chi square test, either by age, gender, or SES (Table 2). Despite this lack of statistical robustness to support the conclusions and allow extrapolation of these data to the population, it is true that in the sample collected, women have tended to report more impression of food advertising, although, as indicated, in marginal and non-significant percentage differences.

Table 2

Differences in exposure to different types of food advertising by gender and SES.













	
	Man
	Woman
	High SES
	Medium SES
	Low Ses
	Total





	Healthy food
	23.1%
	24.6%
	23.5%
	23.9%
	23.8%
	44.5%



	Medium-healthy foods
	15.7%
	18.4%
	17.2%
	15.8%
	18.8%
	23.8%



	Unhealthy foods
	43.6%
	45.5%
	46.6%
	45.7%
	41.4%
	17.0%



	I do not receive or am not aware of receiving advertising of these products
	16.1%
	12.5%
	14.7%
	16.2%
	11.3%
	14.4%





Source: Own resource.

On the other hand, although not significant, children from low SES households report a lower reception of advertising content about unhealthy foods. This could be because the ability to differentiate or define food quality differs between high and low-SES families.

However, the differences become noticeable when analyzing the advertising types about the body and its care (Table 3). In terms of gender, we see a massive variance in advertising about cosmetics, aesthetic procedures, and fitness. It can be affirmed that this structure reproduces (or reinforces) traditional gender stereotypes, focusing on strengthening and bodybuilding for men and beauty through makeup or surgery for women.

Table 3

Differences in exposure to body care advertising by gender and SES.













	
	Man
	Woman
	High SES
	Middle SES
	Low SES
	TOTAL





	Fashion
	45.9%
	51.8%
	52.0%
	47.0%
	49.5%
	48.7%



	Cosmetics, beauty...
	18.0%*
	50.6%*
	35.8%
	33.8%
	30.1%
	33.1%



	Aesthetic procedures
	9.4%*
	18.2%*
	19.1%*
	13.7%*
	9.4%*
	13.5%



	Fitness and gyms
	29.0%*
	16.6%*
	25.5%
	23.3%
	21.6%
	23.1%



	Communication and events
	6.2%
	4.5%
	7.4%
	5.8%
	3.4%
	5.4%



	I do not receive or am not aware of receiving advertising of these products
	14.1%
	9.4%
	6.4%
	13.5%
	12.9%
	11.9%





Source: Own resource.

The differences in terms of SES are less and only noticeable in the case of aesthetic procedures: they are more common among the population living in households with a higher SES, either because these are the same adolescents who seek more information about this or because the platforms have enough information to be able to send these publications to people with a better economic position or predisposition to be able to carry them out.

The age structure shows a significant increase in commercial messages referring to fashion and fitness/gym among the more mature age groups (Figure 2). However, the differences are as striking as the lack of them. For example, the proportion of 17-year-olds receiving advertising for aesthetic procedures is only 6% higher than 11-year-olds and only 2% higher than 13-year-olds.

Figure 2

Age differences in exposure to body care advertising.
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Source: Own resource.



DISCUSSION 

Social networks, especially TikTok and Instagram, are the digital platforms where adolescents perceive that they receive more commercial inputs about food and body care from influencers. These are the most used virtual environments by this age group (IAB Spain, 2023). The fact that there are hardly any significant differences in advertising exposure demonstrates the uniformity of exposure to influencer marketing among the sample used, except Instagram, which tends to be a platform more akin to the female audience.

Almost half of the adolescents surveyed confirmed that they preferentially receive promotional inputs of unhealthy products, a particularly worrying fact when it has been shown that exposure to this type of content increases the consumption of this type of food (Coates et al., 2019). Therefore, it becomes necessary to make children aware of the health consequences of this diet, significantly when their decision-making power in household purchases is increasing.

As for the exposure to commercial messages about products related to physical appearance, although it is not surprising that the fashion sector is the most mentioned by adolescents, it is disturbing that products directly related to the cult of the body, such as makeup, fitness, gyms, and esthetic procedures, are so present in the lives of adolescents and at such an early age. Indeed, statistics show that almost 10% of 11-year-old boys and girls receive advertising on aesthetic issues, with similar percentages among 17-year-olds (15.4%). Similarly, the penetration of the world of cosmetics, fitness, and gyms among young people is noteworthy, which shows how these brands are increasingly trying to attract consumers at younger ages, introducing adolescents to types of consumption previously reserved for adults.

These results are especially relevant because they provide specific data on what promotional inputs adolescents retain about food and body care in the digital context and by influencers. This information reveals that the measures described, such as the PAOS code or self-regulatory codes, are not sufficient to reduce the exposure of teens to the promotion of unhealthy and/or inappropriate products for their age, so there is a clear need for brands, advertisers and influencers to assume a more significant commitment to the broadcast of this type of persuasive content, in addition to signaling it as such (Zozaya and Sádaba, 2022). In this context, it is also essential to continue promoting advertising literacy among minors to enhance their critical capacity and enable them to deal with these commercial messages responsibly.

This research developed in Spain can be replicated in other Spanish-speaking countries to compare the results of advertising exposure of children from different countries who follow the same influencers. Steps are already being taken to carry out this study in countries such as Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Mexico.



CONCLUSIONS

This study shows that children are the audience for products and services previously reserved for adults. In addition, these are sectors - food and body care - with direct implications on the physical and mental health of consumers, especially among the young target. Moreover, we must add to the equation the incidence of influencers, perceived not so much as content generators, but as close friends whose opinions or recommendations are sincere and disinterested.

For this reason, it is important that the public health field continues to stress the importance of paying particular attention to the use of influencer marketing strategies when the target audience is underage. Fundamentally because this may imply that minors have a lower critical capacity to understand the implications of the parasocial relationships they create with influencers.

This study has some limitations that should be considered, particularly those related to the methodology employed. The findings presented here are based on self-reported intentions from a sample of Spanish adolescents; further investigation is needed to determine if these intentions align with their actual perceptions and concerns regarding this issue. A more qualitative study design would be beneficial in addressing these limitations.
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