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Abstract
Objective: Children are surrounded by ubiquitous forms of unhealthy foodmarketing
at home and in schools. The US Department of Agriculture now restricts food and
beverage marketing that does not meet Smart Snacks in School standards. School
superintendents, as districts’ top administrators, play a critical role in ensuring mar-
keting policies are implemented and adhered to; however, there is limited research
involving this stakeholder group. The current study examined superintendents’
perspectives on foodmarketing in schools and themarketing provision inwellness
policies, as well as experiences with the implementation of such policies.
Design: Qualitative focus groups and follow-up interviews (with focus group
participants) were conducted by trained researchers.
Setting: Focus groups occurred at The School Superintendents’ annual meeting;
follow-up interviews were over the telephone.
Participants: Superintendents and assistant superintendents (n 39) from twenty-
three states participated. Interviews were recorded and professionally transcribed;
transcripts were team-coded in Atlas.ti using an iteratively revised coding guide to
facilitate theme generation.
Results: Despite common concerns that marketing to children was ‘insidious’,
superintendents reported a wide range of food and beverage marketing policies.
In addition, themain issue is fundraising – such as ‘restaurant nights’ – that results in
marketing that occurs on- and off-campus and afterschool.
Conclusions: Discrepancies between perspectives and practices point to the
challenges that superintendents face with budgetary constraints, as well as relation-
ships with parent–teacher organisations. These findings provide important insights
about superintendents’ perspectives and challenges, particularly for government
and child health advocates supporting school districts, to implement these policies.
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Children in the USA are surrounded by large amounts of
food and beverage marketing for calorically dense and
nutrient-poor products(1–3). According to a report from
the Federal Trade Commission, the food industry spent
$US1·79 billion on food marketing to youth aged 2–17
in 2009, including nearly $US149 million specifically in
schools(4). Exposure to unhealthy foodmarketing is asso-
ciated with poor diet and risk of weight gain(5–7). In
response to pressure from the public health community
and increased attention by federal agencies(6), the Council
of Better Business Bureaus established the Children’s Food
and Beverage Advertising Initiative (CFBAI), a food industry

self-regulatory and voluntary initiative that was fully
implemented in 2007(8). As of 2019, eighteen food, bever-
age and restaurant companies belonged to the CFBAI and
pledged to only advertise products that meet specific
nutrition criteria to children under 12 years of age(8).
Although the CFBAI represents a step in the right direction,
public health experts have raised concerns about numer-
ous limitations in company pledges, including that they
only cover advertising to children up to the age of
11 and that the nutrition criteria for healthier dietary choices
that can be advertised to children do not conformwith expert
recommendations(9,10). In addition, although participating
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companies agree to not advertise branded foods or bever-
ages to children in elementary schools, they exempt mar-
keting via fundraising for foods to be consumed outside
the school day; branded incentive programmes in schools;
and food marketing in middle and high schools(11).

Recent research on food marketing in schools reveals
that it takes on many forms, including logos on school
equipment; fundraising using branded products; coupons
from food companies to be given as rewards in the class-
room; and branded educational materials(12–15). The many
forms of marketing in schools pose challenges for moni-
toring and raising awareness as some examples (e.g.
reward coupons) are not as obvious as sports score-
boards. Notably, marketing in schools remains prevalent
nationwide; for example, 49·5 % ofmiddle school students
and 69·8 % of high school students attended a school with
exclusive beverage contracts that aim to build brand
recognition and loyalty(13). Targeting youth in a setting
where their parents are not able to serve as gatekeepers
is particularly concerning and clearly violates the recom-
mendation from the WHO that ‘settings where children
gather’ should be free from unhealthy food marketing(16).

The 2010 Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA)
created an opportunity to address unhealthy foodmarketing
in schools. The HHFKA required the US Department
of Agriculture (USDA) to update its regulations concern-
ing local school wellness policies (hereafter, wellness
policies)(17). Wellness policies have been required
since 2006 for all districts participating in federal meal
programmes. The 2016 final rule required districts to

include policies to prohibit the marketing of food and
beverages that do not meet the federal competitive food
nutrition standards, known as ‘Smart Snacks in School’,
on school property during the school day(18) (see Table 1
for definitions). Notably, the USDA stated that school dis-
tricts could go beyond these minimum requirements and
implement stronger policies. For example, schools could
prohibit all brandmarketing including ‘look-alike’ or ‘copy-
cat’ Smart Snacks, which are reformulated products that
meet Smart Snacks nutrition standards but maintain similar
packaging and brand exposure(19). In addition, school dis-
tricts could restrict or limit food marketing beyond the
school day and school property, such as fundraisers that
occur off-campus or after school(18). As of the 2013–2014
school year, only 14 % of school districts nationwide
adopted ‘strong’ food and beverage marketing policies
within their local school wellness policies; ‘strong’ policy
language includes those that ‘require’ action to address
the policy, such as ‘must’ and ‘will’(20). However, the study
was conducted prior to the new federal regulations
governing school food marketing. In a recently completed
follow-up study by the senior author and her colleagues of
a random sample of districts across twenty US states, the
authors found that 50 % of the districts included definitive
requirements restricting food marketing in schools as of
school year 2017–2018(21); thus, it is clear that districts
are increasingly adding such provisions to their wellness
policies.

Wellness policies are required to be developed by a
committee comprising multiple stakeholders (e.g. parents,

Table 1 Definitions of marketing and related federal rules

Definition/description by the US Department of Agriculture

Marketing ‘For purposes of this final rule, marketing is defined as advertising and other promotions in
schools. Food marketing commonly includes oral, written, or graphic statements made for the
purpose of promoting the sale of a food or beverage product made by the producer,
manufacturer, seller, or any other entity with a commercial interest in the product’. (Section
210.30(c))(21)

Marketing in schools ‘Food and beverage marketing are commonly present in areas of the school campus that are owned
or leased by the school and used at any time for school-related activities such as the school
building or on the school campus, including on the outside of the school building, areas adjacent
to the school building, school buses or other vehicles used to transport students, athletic fields
and stadiums (e.g., on scoreboards, coolers, cups, and water bottles), or parking lots’. (Section
210.30(c))(21)

Wellness policy’s final rule excerpt
on marketing

‘The final rule provides discretion enabling LEAs [local education agencies or school districts] to
determine what is in the best interest of their respective school communities. LEAs may choose to
include a more stringent marketing standard for brand marketing and copycat products in their
local school wellness policy; they may simply eliminate advertising of all brands that market
unhealthy foods; or they may allow both brand marketing and copycat products to be marketed in
schools as long as food and beverages to be marketed in schools as long as they meet
competitive foods standards’. (Section 210.30(c))(21)

Smart Snacks in School Nutrition standards for foods and beverages sold outside the federal-reimbursable school meal
programme during the school day. Also known as ‘competitive foods and beverages’ because
they compete with school meals. Smarts Snacks may be food or beverage items sold via vending
machines, school stores and fundraising. The standards are based on Institute of Medicine
nutrition guidelines and include limits for fat, sugar, sodium and calories. Notably, these federal
standards are a minimum requirement, but states and local school districts may adopt more
stringent standards. The standards apply to food and beverage items sold on school campus
during school day; thus, any items sold outside of school hours (e.g. concession or fundraising
sales) are exempt(18)
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school food authorities, teachers, health professionals, the
school board and administrators)(22). The final rule requires
districts to establish wellness policy leadership from school
districts to ensure compliance with the policy(22); ultimately,
school superintendents are responsible for ensuring compli-
ance with the federal law. In the USA, superintendents are
the top administrator of the school district – sometimes
called the ‘CEO of the school district’ – and oversee staffing,
budgetary decisions and educational policies. Therefore, it is
important to assess how superintendents understand and
apply this new requirement to prohibit marketing of foods
that do not meet federal nutrition standards. There are no
studies, to our knowledge, that examined school district
leaders’ perspectives on food marketing in schools. In
response, the aim of the current qualitative study was to
understand superintendents’ perspectives on food mar-
keting in schools and food marketing provision in the
wellness policy, as well as to identify any experiences
with the implementation of food marketing policies.

Methods

Background
The National Wellness Policy Study is a mixed-methods
study that examines the implementation of HHFKA 2010
and its related policies(23). The qualitative component,which
included a series of stakeholder focus groups and interviews
with food service directors, high school students, superin-
tendents and parents of middle school students, focused
on the experiences and perspectives related to the imple-
mentation of wellness policies and nutrition standards.
Findings from other stakeholder studies are described else-
where(24,25). The study was approved by the University of
Illinois at Chicago Institutional Review Board (#2015-0720)
and the University of Connecticut Institutional Review
Board (H15-165).

Sampling and participants
The current study focuses on one component of the
superintendent study, which included focus groups with
superintendents and assistant superintendents (hereafter
referred to as superintendents) who attended The School
Superintendents Association (AASA) annual meeting in
March 2017 in New Orleans, LA. AASA is a professional
organisation that includes over 13 000 superintendents,
chief executive officers and senior school administrators(26).
Eligible participants were superintendents registered for
AASA’s annual meeting, employed at any level of public
K–12 school district and English-speaking. We sent e-mail
invitations to participants who had registered for the
AASA meeting requesting their attendance to one of six
focus group sessions. Participants who responded were
assigned to a focus group based on their school district
characteristics (e.g. majority free and reduced price meal
eligibility, school district size), in an attempt to create

‘homogenous’ groups to facilitate discussions(27). Focus
group superintendents were invited to participate in
individual follow-up telephone interviews following
the conference; those who agreed were contacted to
schedule an interview time.

Superintendents (n 39) from all four US Census regions
attended the focus groups, with a majority employed in
suburban school districts (54 %), in small school districts
(72 %), and in school districts with a majority of White
students (64 %). Fourteen of the thirty-nine focus group
superintendents participated in follow-up telephone inter-
views. Table 2 lists the characteristics of the school districts
where the superintendents worked.

Instruments and data collection
We could not obtain instruments previously used with
superintendents; thus, we developed a focus group guide
based on the theoretical framework and study questions;
the guide was revised based on the feedback from USDA
officials and pilot testing with two superintendents in order
to refine the flow and appropriate terminology of questions.
The guide asked questions broadly about superintendents’
awareness of wellness policies, oversight and evaluation,
technical assistance and resources, perceived benefits and

Table 2 Characteristics of superintendents’ school districts (K–12)

Characteristic n %

Census region
West 6 15
Northeast 15 39
South 7 18
Midwest 11 28

Locale
Rural* 9 23
Suburb† 21 54
Town‡ 6 15
Urban (large- to mid-sized city) 3 8

Socioeconomic status (tertiles)
Low (0–33%) 19 49
Medium (34–66%) 12 31
High (67–100%) 8 20

District size (tertiles of number of students)
Small (≤5312) 28 72
Middle (5313–10 624) 9 23
High (≥10 625) 2 5

Race/ethnicity
Majority White 25 64
Majority Hispanic 3 8
Majority Black 4 10
Other 7 18

*TheNational Center for Education Statistics (NCES) classification for rural includes
rural-fringe, rural-distant and rural-remote, which range from ‘Census-defined rural
territories that are less than or equal to 5 miles from an urbanized area (fringe) to 25
miles from an urbanized area (remote)’.
†NCES classification for suburb includes suburban-large, suburban-midsize and
suburban-small, which range from ‘territory outside a principal city and inside an
urbanized area with population of 250,000 or more (large) to a population less
than 100,000 (small)’.
‡NCES classification for town includes town-fringe, town-distant and town-
remote, which range from ‘territory inside an urban cluster that is less than or
equal to 10 miles from an urbanized area (fringe) to more than 35 miles from
an urban cluster’.
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barriers, and food and beverage marketing policies (see
online supplementary material). The follow-up interview
guide was developed when focus group analysis was
underway to reflect additional topics that emerged and fur-
ther explore specific experiences with implementation.
Focus groups lasted approximately 60 min; follow-up inter-
views lasted 40–60 min; both were conducted by trained
qualitative researchers as moderators and room assistants.
Participants completed a brief survey that included ques-
tions about demographics and awareness and engagement
with their district’s wellness policy activities such as imple-
mentation and reporting. Superintendents were sent a
$US50 gift card following the focus groups.

Data coding and analysis
Focus groups and interviews were audio-recorded, tran-
scribed and uploaded into Atlas.ti Qualitative Data Analysis
Software v8 for team-coding. An a priori coding guide was
developed, based on study questions, and iteratively revised
throughout weekly team-coding meetings(28). Three analysts
met to discuss discrepancies in coding, revisions to code
meanings and emergent themes. Memos were used to
document progress, study decisions and themes(28).
Matrices of themes for focus groups and follow-up
groups were compared with document theme trends
and new themes from follow-ups. Atlas.ti v8 exploratory
functions were used to facilitate the team’s iterative
analysis and to deepen analysis inquiries(29).

Results

Thewellness policy’s final rule required that school districts
comply with the addition of a food and beverage marketing
provision by 30 June 2017; our focus groups were con-
ducted only 3 months before this deadline. As such, most
participants were not aware of this requirement and most
reported they did not have a marketing policy as a provi-
sion; only a few participants reported they had adopted
amarketing policy andwere able to recall their specific pol-
icy. Yet, despite limited awareness of the specific policy,
most superintendents reported strong negative perceptions
about food marketing on campus, reporting that food mar-
keting benefited food companies at the cost of children’s
health. However, actual food marketing practices varied
widely. The following themes describe these findings;
additional illustrative quotes are listed in Table 3.

Superintendents expressed concerns about food
and beverage marketing in schools; however,
actual policies and practices in their respective
districts varied
The majority of superintendents agreed that food and
beverage marketing allowed companies to target students
as consumers of their products. Such practices were reported

to havepotentially harmful impacts due to the poor nutritional
quality of marketed foods. Marketingwas described as ‘insidi-
ous and evil’ by one superintendent and a practice that ‘must
be combatted’.

Because they’re getting a foothold in the school. If
you want to make a lot of money, you get yourself
in with kids, with parents, and it’s junk food.

Despite common concerns about marketing, superintend-
ents reported a wide range of food and beveragemarketing
policies in their respective districts. For example, some
reported that they do not allow any type of marketing
regardless of the type of items, which they reported to
be easier to enforce compared with making exceptions.

Say we allow [candy company] to come in and put all
their flyers out to market themselves, I also have to
then let a group that I might not be in favor of come
in andmarket. So a religious group or an anti-political
group or a far-right or far-left group. If I let one in,
I really can’t not let everyone else in.A zero tolerance
policy to say, we don’t let anyone in.

Others focused on only allowing marketing for healthier
food and beverages, or attempted to only allow items con-
sistent with other wellness messages.

You know I don’t know that we have an explicit ban
without our regulation on coordinated school health,
I’d have to look at that. But what we’ve tried to do is
just say, ‘look what is consistent with themessage
we want to convey?’

Specifically in my district, we wouldn’t participate
in any of those programs because the marketing
component isn’t attracting kids to food we want
them to have : : : We do not hang up or promote
something with [fast food restaurant].

Lastly, some superintendents noted no restrictions on
food and beverage marketing, with minimal oversight of
practices.

Restaurant fundraisers were most common and
‘implicitly endorsed’ restaurants
A common type of marketing that occurred on-(and off-)
campuswere fundraiserswith branded products. Even super-
intendents in districts with stringent wellness policies noted
that loopholes (e.g. sales after school hours) allowed for
fundraising (and, as a result, marketing) of unhealthful foods.
The most common example was restaurant fundraisers:

That’s what I was going to say. I see less of this [refer-
ring to scoreboards and box tops] now because we
have policies in place to prevent it,with the excep-
tion of some sort of fundraising opportunity for
the school itself. You know, come eat [restaurant]’s
and 10 % of the proceeds go back to the school, so
we do have that.
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While some superintendents noted that these fundraisers
focused on healthier restaurants, others noted that this
was not always the case.

Our PTO [Parent Teacher Organization] has connected
with [fast food restaurant] with the concept of
putting something on one of our banners outside
the building : : : Their [fast food restaurant] argu-
ment, I would assume, is that there is a healthy
option. I think the rare times I used to go there,
there is some reality to it that there is a healthy
option. But in that reality, we all know they’re
selling a whole lot more French fries than they
are bottles of water or fruit cups.

Some superintendents noted that promotions of such fund-
raising events were typically directed to parents through
e-mail notifications and not to students, while others noted
that such events would be promoted districtwide on school
campuses.

Or these businesses like [restaurant] will have a night
where whatever club they’re representing can get
10 % of kickback from the sales that go on that night.
We don’t advertise that through the school, it gener-
ally gets advertised outside the school. Or if it is
advertised, it’s really just advertised to adults but indi-
rectly it’s going to impact kids. They’re gonna take
their kids, if they have them, to the event.

Some superintendents acknowledged that restaurant
fundraisers ‘implicitly endorse[d]’ unhealthy practices and
raised very little in the way of funding for the school, while
a few participants had more positive perspectives of fund-
raising, noting that it helped the business community.

The other thing that we have to do is we have to be
very conscientious about the decision making we are
engaging in at a leadership level, because it is too easy
to say, ‘oh great PTOhas got the [restaurant] fundraiser
going’ : : : I guess we are all going to implicitly
endorse that because we are going to run 1,000 cop-
ies and send them home in their Thursday folders so
everyone can see [restaurant mascot] and look, ‘20%
of all sales are donated to school’. Yay!What is that on
a meal, somebody tell me, is that 12¢? That is awe-
some. Your budget problems are solved [laugh].

Yeah. [restaurant] offers 50 % back so it’s very gener-
ous. The food is healthy. [Restaurant], the deal with
them is that the owners are so generous to all the
fundraisers that they buy meals for teachers and give
so big with their hearts, that we kind of do it as a way
to give back to them. I know that sounds weird, but
we had almost $3,000 worth of sales in the drive thru
for them last night, on a week night. It kind of gives
back to them. We do make $500 : : : I would say it’s
kind of a mutually beneficial situation.

Table 3 Illustrative quotes

Theme Illustrative quotes

Concerns about food marketing ‘I don’t think they [food companies] have student’s well-being in mind. I think it’s for
profit’.

Perspectives of superintendents in districts with
limited marketing practices

‘A couple of things, one, my principal and I were aligned in that we don’t want to
advertise unhealthy habits to our students : : : I don’t want to be the one
advertising, I would rather teach healthful habits then promote unhealthy habits
: : : if we have these food advertisers coming and providing something that is not
aligned with that, then really we are not being true to what we are trying to get
across to the kids. We are not aligned in terms of our messaging’.

Perspectives of superintendents in districts that
promote healthy marketing practices

‘The only change we’ve made is we do farmers’ markets so we’re promoting
healthy eating, it’s a positive change to get students more interested in different
kinds of fruits and vegetables’.

Restaurant fundraisers were most common ‘That’s the biggest advertisement, because you kick that out – ‘come to
[restaurant]’a tonight’ and you just hit thousands of parents and we’re going to
give you 10% back’.

‘Now granted there are some organizations for example our band booster club,
they’ll have a night at the local, let’s say [restaurant] or something will donate
10% of their gross sales one night to the band boosters. So we’ll send
information out to all the members of the band, at least their parents : : : But I
don’t think you would see this in the schools. So there’s the difference’.

Marketing as a ‘means to an end’ ‘I would worry though about what you’re going to see as states face more
monetary crises, relative to funding. Might actually see more of it [fundraising]
because when kids have to fundraise to participate in sports or other activities,
that’s how they do it. If you don’t have the organic place down the street but you
do have 3 [fast food restaurant], you’re going to pick the [fast food restaurant]’.

Positive perspectives on fundraisers ‘Like donuts for instance, [Name] donuts. It is a good fundraiser : : : I’m just telling
you truthfully. While we tell the kids they can’t eat them on campus, they are not
supposed to. We don’t sell soda on campus : : : Does it happen? Yeah : : : if it is
brought to my attention I stop it. Fair enough. I also like to see kids being industrious
to try to raise funds for worthy causes. Sometimes that is what it is all about’.

Partnership with the PTA ‘Well, I mean it is a funding issue. I mean, PTAs are a valuable partner when it
comes to funding. I mean there are a lot of things schools wouldn’t have if it
weren’t for PTAs raising funds’.
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‘Means to an end’
A handful of superintendents described tough decisions to
allow food and beverage marketing as a ‘means to an end’
due to budgetary shortages or because it promoted a
desired academic behaviour such as reading.

Obviously it is a marketing tool for [fast food
restaurant], but you know what, I just believe if
we can get kids to read, it is important that to me
especially K–1, 2 and 3 if you can read, you can con-
quer the world. If you can’t read you are going to
have a tougher time at it. Whatever we need to do
to encourage children to read : : : so, yeah we are
promoting [restaurant] pizzas, but yeah it is a means
to an end for us that we are encouraging kids to read.

They tell us they want to give us something free if the
kids read andwe say no, we don’t want it because it’s
helping you out andmarketing your private business.
Now if the state of Illinois doesn’t get a budget
together for public education in the next several
weeks, I might say I’ve got to raise some money right
now. Maybe I sellout so I can open the school up.

The complex issue of parent group fundraising
oversight
A majority of superintendents noted that parent–teacher
associations/organisations (PTA/PTO) were commonly
involved with restaurant fundraisers. Interestingly, while
most superintendents reported a process to formally approve
school-sponsored fundraising activities, often PTA/PTOwere
not required to adhere to such procedures since most fund-
raising occurred after school hours and parent groups are
considered a separate entity from the school district.
Superintendents acknowledged that this was a complex
issue, as PTA/PTO provided valuable funding and, thus,
were hesitant to make changes to such practices.

If it is a school fundraiser and the money is going to
go to the school there is a process where they have to
submit a fundraiser form that has to be approved. But
if it is the PTA doing the fundraiser I do not believe
that is the case : : : I’m not aware of a district level
form that has to be completed and approved for a
PTA fundraiser.

We try to stay away from anything that is for-profit.
Now the PTAs, we do allow the PTAs to do that : : :
[restaurant] night, they still do about 3 or 4 of them
as a fundraiser. That’s the PTA, we’ll let them do it,
but the school themselves, we won’t do it : : :The
PTAs might go to [restaurant]. We have stayed away
from having these companies come into the schools.

Discussion

Superintendents expressed concerns about student expo-
sure to food marketing in schools, and acknowledged that

food companies that want to work with schools are pri-
marily motivated by the opportunity to expose students
to their brands. Many noted the inconsistency between
exposing students to marketing for unhealthy foods and
their core value to support student health. Further, super-
intendents recognised that students are exposed to food
marketing even when it is primarily directed to parents
or occurs outside of school hours. Therefore, the finding
that some superintendents hold negative attitudes about
food marketing, yet continue to permit marketing-related
practices in their school districts, points to the challenges
they face restricting these practices.

The most significant challenge superintendents face in
protecting students from exposure to marketing is limiting
food-related fundraising. Superintendents recognised that
schools are under pressure to find additional funds to sup-
port student activities, and some are willing to compromise
by allowing food fundraisers in order to meet other needs.
Some are hesitant to challenge parent organisations about
food-related fundraising because they appreciate the ben-
efits of active parent engagement. Relatedly, they recognise
that because the federal wellness policy provisions do
not apply to fundraisers that occur after school hours or
off-campus(22), there is a loophole through which parent
groups can conduct fundraising that would not otherwise
be permitted. These findings suggest that it may be impor-
tant for parents who are active in PTA/PTO groups to also
participate in the wellness committee and become more
familiar with the rationale for limiting student exposure
to food marketing. If the parents who are making decisions
about fundraising activities are more fully aware of the pol-
icies that limit fundraisingwith food and the reasons behind
those policies, they may be more open to pursuing non-
food fundraisers.

Superintendents frequently referenced their own state’s
laws when explaining the practices in their districts, sug-
gesting that they are aware of state legislation related
to schools. As of the 2017–2018 school year, four states
(CA, DC, VA, WV) required that food and beverage items
marketed on school campus be consistent with Smart
Snacks standards(30). States provide guidance and resources
for developing relevant policy language and supporting
optimal food marketing practices(31,32). The benefit of state
laws is that they eliminate the need for each individual dis-
trict to navigate potentially controversial and divisive policy
topics. If superintendents are having difficulty in enforcing
the district policy to limit foodmarketing, they can leverage
the state law in combination with the federal requirements
to reinforce their position.

At the time of the current study, many of the superin-
tendents were not aware of the final rule provision in the
federal wellness policy on food marketing. This suggests
that groups that provide technical assistance to schools
at the local, state and federal levels may need to prioritise
educating superintendents on this change. Onemechanism
could be through the triennial assessments that state
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agencies are required to conduct as part of their participa-
tion in federal meal programmes.(22) State agencies could
develop protocols for nutrition programme auditors to
assess the non-cafeteria elements in wellness policies.
For example, the auditors could inquire about marketing
in schools and, if the district appeared to be unaware of
the federal policy, provide resources, such as those devel-
oped by the USDA, to explain the final rule provision(33).
Other groups that could provide education are state
boards of education, state associations of local boards
of education, ASCD (Association for Curriculum and
Development)(34) and AASA.(26)

Study limitations
Notable study limitations include the purposive sampling
of superintendents. As a qualitative study, we intended to
sample ‘information-rich’ participants who could describe
their awareness and experiences with wellness policies,
so the sample was not meant to be representative of US
school superintendents. As noted, focus groups were con-
ducted a few months after the required adoption and imple-
mentation of federal food marketing policies; thus, most of
our participants were not yet aware of this policy. Further,
the sample was limited to superintendents who received
financial support from the district to travel to a conference
in Louisiana; again, such participants may not be represen-
tative of a ‘typical’ superintendent. Future studies may con-
sider the levels of awareness since time has passed to allow
for broader communication of the law. In addition, it is pos-
sible that the focus group setting (comparedwith the individ-
ual interviews) may have lend itself to superintendents
responding in ‘socially desirable’ ways about their districts’
policies and practices as they shared with their colleagues.

Finally, the study was limited to perspectives of super-
intendents; we did not collect and/or triangulate superin-
tendent accounts with other implementation or outcomes
data at the school district level. Encouragingly, there has
been some improvement in the past decade in the amount
of exposure to marketing that children face in schools, pri-
marily due to changes in beverage vending in schools(13),
and as noted earlier, there has been a marked increase
in district wellness policies imposing definitive restrictions
on food marketing in schools as of school year 2017–2018,
which is encouraging. Future research is needed to mon-
itor changes in food marketing in schools as the final rule
regulations are now implemented. It will also be impor-
tant to assess whether the sociodemographic characteris-
tics of the students are associated with continued food
marketing(13). Finally, it will be useful to identify best prac-
tices among state-level efforts to assess marketing as part
of the triennial assessments.

Conclusion

The inclusion of food marketing in the USDA final rule is a
victory for the public health community that has expressed

concerns about students’ exposure to food marketing in
schools(6,10). Superintendents in the current study reported
strong concerns about the health andwellbeing of their stu-
dents and motivations to provide a safe and healthy envi-
ronment for their children. However, these district leaders
reflected on their challenges posed by limited budgets,
prevalent fundraising practices and parent group-run initia-
tives that often were exempt from district policy. The mar-
keting provision outlined in the final rule of school wellness
policy provides an opportunity for parents and administra-
tors to come together to ensure that the school environment
remains free from commercial influences that contradict
lessons about nutrition and health taught in the classroom
and at home. State and local governments can also provide
additional technical assistance around working with parent
groups and fundraising alternatives to limit potential
opportunities for unhealthy food marketing on campus.
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