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Abstract
Objective: To analyse the food content in animated comic series addressed to
young audiences both in terms of the kinds of foods presented and the cues
accompanying them.
Design: One hundred episodes of ten animated cartoon series with high television
audience viewing (based on Average Minute Rating %) were reviewed and food
items were classified into ten categories. In each episode, food cues (i.e. every
mention of food, visual, oral or referring to foods consumed) was noted down and
characterized as positive, negative or neutral. The rate of overall consumption and
the food categories shown to be consumed were also recorded.
Setting: Greece.
Results: In ninety-four episodes one or more food cues were recorded; the total
number of cues was 361, of which 209 referred to cues where food was shown or
discussed and 152 referred to food items consumed. Out of the positive cues
measured, almost half referred to sweets and snacks (sixty-one out of 125).
Nevertheless, the majority of cues were of neutral character (n 213). Snacks, sweets
and soft drinks were seen to be consumed in more episodes compared with other food
categories. Moreover, in episodes where a higher frequency of food consumption was
recorded, then consumption of sweets, snacks and soft drinks was significantly higher,
with consumption of soft drinks often occurring in conjunction with that of snacks.
Conclusions: Food cues are present in children’s series, with an emphasis on
sweets and snacks, which are projected in an attractive way, whether depicted,
discussed or consumed, between cartoon characters.
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Messages transmitted to children via media culture have
an impact on their perception of foods(1), as well as on
their food choices(2). While food advertisements promote
specific food items(3,4), the use of animated cartoon
characters also seems to play an important role in chil-
dren’s food preferences(5,6). It has been repeatedly
demonstrated that television (TV), Internet and press
media mainly advertise processed foods such as salty
snacks, sweetened beverages and sweets, while com-
mercials for fruits and vegetables are considerably
fewer(3,4). A great deal of research has documented the
effect of the advertisements on children’s eating beha-
viour. Children appear to be able to memorize brand
names(7). They can, however, be confused about the true
nutritional value of advertised foods, either because they
do not recognize the food categories(7) or because they
are misled into believing the foods are of high nutritional
value(1). In response to exposure to the advertised pro-
ducts, children increase both their demand for these

products(8) and their actual consumption(2,9), an effect
especially evident among overweight/obese children(10).
The animated cartoon characters that appear in media
food advertisements are easily recognizable by children as
they often represent their favourite heroes and are thus
very important for the profits of the food industry(5,11).
Animated characters are often used in the promotion of
food products addressed to children(12), while appearing
less frequently when non-food products are advertised(5).
They actually seem to increase consumer preference when
they are depicted on food packaging(6).

However, advertisements are not the only way to
communicate food in broadcast media. Film movies and
TV series addressed to young audiences project scenes in
which food appears accompanied by verbal and visual
comments. Existing research into children’s TV program-
ming has revealed a predominance of presentations of
unhealthy food items. Radnitz et al.(13), for example,
reported that almost twice the total airtime in children’s TV
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programming included depictions of unhealthy foods (i.e.
foods rich in sugar and processed fats). Likewise, a study
of twenty children’s movies found that scenes where the
overall food content was unhealthy outnumbered scenes
with a healthy content(14). Sugar-sweetened beverages,
large portion sizes and unhealthy snacks were prevalent.
Examining the nutritional quality of food items recorded
in visual, verbal or actual eating scenes in children’s
animated programmes(15), sweets, salty snacks and sugar-
sweetened beverages were found to be the most fre-
quently presented compared with other food groups (42%
of all representations); on the contrary, significantly fewer
references were coded for vegetables(15,16). Moreover, in
adolescent-oriented programmes, snacks dominated as
compared with main meals (breakfast, lunch and dinner),
accounting for almost half of all eating episodes(15,17). In
addition, mostly unhealthy snacks and excessive con-
sumption thereof were more frequently presented in car-
toon comic series than in other TV shows such as sitcoms
or dramas(17).

Although studies have shown that unhealthy food
scenes are likely to occur in TV programming aimed at
children and adolescents, little attention has been given to
the messages associated with the food. Few studies have
recorded such references to food(15,16), while even fewer
have attributed a positive or negative quality to these food
cues(13,18) or have distinguished actual consumption from
the simple presence of food(15). Because exposure to the
different foods projected stimulates a visual response from
children and consequently a familiarity with these items, it
follows that there is a need for further research into the
manner such exposure affects young viewers. In addition,
the classification of the various food items projected,
according to whether they are actually consumed or
merely mentioned, will allow a better understanding of the
relevant food environment. In this way, a thorough
recording of all the encounters of cartoon characters with
food in comic series is lacking. The aim of the present
study was, therefore, to analyse the food content in ani-
mated comic series addressed to children and adolescents,
both in terms of the kinds of foods presented and the
messages accompanying them in a verbal or visual way.
Furthermore, the study aimed to compare the food mes-
sages conveyed during scenes which projected con-
sumption of food v. those conveyed in scenes which did
not, as well as examine relevant associations with parti-
cular foods. To this end, children’s popular animated
series were recorded to examine how food is eventually
projected within their context.

Methods

Study sample
To analyse the food content in animated comic series
addressed to children and adolescents, the most popular

cartoon series on Greek TV were studied. Viewing infor-
mation was provided upon request of the researchers by
Nielsen Audience Company (reflecting broadcasting rat-
ings during the period October 2011–June 2012) and the
animated series provided aimed at children aged 4 to 14
years. Audience rates were based on the Average Minute
Rating % scale. AMR % is defined as the percentage of the
number of people who are watching a programme on
the average minute of a given period (a percentage over
the total population of the target group). Out of the eighty-
four comic series broadcast, only twenty-two had an AMR
rating above 7%. We selected the top ten of these in the
belief that we would thus ensure a representative sample
of the series watched by children. In fact, these top ten
counted for an overall AMR of minimum 9·5%. The
selected series were: Ben 10, Dora the Explorer, Jewelpet,
LazyTown, Penguins of Madagascar, Pichi Pichi Pitch,
SpongeBob SquarePants, Teen Days, Tom & Jerry and
Tutenstein.

Coding
Two independent raters viewed ten randomly selected
episodes from each of the ten series. The 100 selected
episodes were assessed via online services (i.e. website or
network) or via video-tape renting services. The 100-
episode sample comprised 1989min of total airtime. Data
were collected with the aid of a checklist especially
developed for the present study, which included the fol-
lowing information: (i) title and other data of the episode;
(ii) recording and evaluation of messages associated with
any mention to food, including the exact transcription of
in-programme food messages; and (iii) recording of every
food item shown to be consumed by the heroes. Food
items were classified into ten food categories: (i) bakery
and cereals; (ii) dairy; (iii) fruits; (iv) meat and seafood; (v)
vegetables; (vi) convenience foods and snacks; (vii)
sweets; (viii) soft drinks; (ix) ‘non-identifiable food’; and
(x) ‘other food’. Classification of foods was based on the
Greek National Dietary Guideline for Infants, Children and
Adolescents(19), which we modified where appropriate to
allow more detailed recording of the foods presented.
Snacks and sweets were treated as two distinct categories,
and we also added a category ‘non-identifiable food’ for
foods that could not be identified because either the food
scene was too short for the raters to recognize the type of
food item or it was unclear what food was presented.
‘Other food’ included food items such as tea, coffee and
alcohol. Examples of the food items included in each
category are given in Table 1.

Every mention of food conveyed by any cartoon
character (i.e. main or secondary one, human or animal)
was noted down. These mentions are referred to as ‘food
cues’ hereafter, as they include both visual and oral
messages. All food cues were recorded, were they part of
a main scene or a background one. Within each food
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category, the cues recorded were divided into those
referring to foods shown to be consumed (these cues are
referred to as ‘cues in eating scenes’ hereafter) and those
that did not (these cues are referred to as ‘cues in non-
eating scenes’ hereafter). Food cues might concern a
variety of food-related aspects, such as sensorial prop-
erties (i.e. smell, taste, texture, colour, shape, etc.),
physiological consequences of food consumption and
nutritional value. A qualitative analysis of all food cues
was undertaken, so that they were characterized as
positive, negative or neutral. This evaluation was based
on the characters’ facial and oral expression, as well as
on any other explicit or implicit comment accompanying
the food mention. For example, a character’s contented
face while eating an ice cream was recorded as a positive
cue, whereas a young character’s exclamation ‘What are
those things?’ while staring at some vegetables was
recorded as a negative one. A scene where a food item
was consumed by a character without any accompanying
oral or visual comment was evaluated as a neutral cue. In
cases where multiple and different food cues appeared
for the same food category in one scene, they were
coded separately. For example, in a scene where a
character enjoys a burger in the restaurant, while his
friend comments on his unhealthy choice, one positive
and one negative cue were recorded. Regarding the
qualitative analysis and the classification of cues as
positive, negative or neutral, in most cases there was
consistency between raters. There was complete agree-
ment between raters on negative cues and only a few
instances of differing interpretation of cues as positive or
neutral. For example, when a snack was depicted at a
party but without being consumed or even commented
upon by any of the characters, one rater recorded this as
a positive cue whereas the other recorded it as neutral. In
this case, the scene in question was reviewed in order to

resolve the inconsistency and come to a common
agreement as to how the cue should be categorized.

In each episode, foods and beverages shown to be
consumed were counted. In cases where multiple foods
were consumed in a single eating scene, then every food
item was counted separately. Our purpose was to speci-
fically identify the types of foods which prevailed in epi-
sodes characterized by frequent food consumption;
therefore, we grouped the per-episode frequency of
consumption in three broad ranges: 1–4, 5–9 and ≥10
times, to examine which food categories were shown to
be consumed within each range.

Statistical analysis
For every food category, the number of relevant cues was
calculated. Pearson correlation tests were performed to
assess if the distribution of the type of cues (positive,
negative, neutral) differed between the scenes that pro-
jected consumption of food and those that did not, within
each food category. Three Pearson correlation tests were
performed between the type of cues and their distribution
in eating and non-eating scenes. That is, one Pearson
correlation was carried out for negative cues in eating and
non-eating scenes, one for the positive cues and one for
the neutral cues.

Within the three ranges of consumption (1–4, 5–9 and
≥10 times per episode) and consumption of each food
item per episode, the χ2 test was used to examine whether
the projected consumption differed by food category.

The χ2 test was also performed to identify possible
correlations among the consumption of the different food
categories within an episode irrespective of their fre-
quency of consumption. The statistical software package
Stata version 14 (MP & Associates, Sparta, Greece) was
used for all statistical analyses. Statistical significance was
defined as P< 0·05.

Results

One hundred animated cartoon episodes were analysed
for their food-related content. Overall, ninety-four of the
100 episodes reviewed contained at least one food cue,
which means that only six episodes were free of any food
mention. The sample comprised 1842min of total airtime,
after omitting opening and ending credits, during which a
total of 361 cues were recorded, giving a new cue every
5·1min. Out of 361 total cues recorded, 209 referred to
scenes where food was shown but not actually eaten,
while 152 referred to foods shown to be consumed
(Table 2). The classification of the cues recorded revealed
that more than half were of neutral character (n 213),
around one-third (n 125) were positive and the remaining
ones (n 23) were negative. In total, both for cues in non-
eating scenes and for cues in eating scenes, most mentions

Table 1 Categories of foods and beverages used to record food
items presented in the animated comic series reviewed

Food category Food items included

Bakery and cereals Bread, rusks, breakfast cereals
Dairy Milk, yoghurt, cheese
Fruits All kinds of fruits, freshly squeezed juices
Meat and seafood All kinds of meat, pork, beef, chicken,

meatballs, fish, fish fingers, eggs
Vegetables Fresh or boiled vegetables, vegetable soups
Convenience foods

and snacks
Hamburger, pizza, potato chips, popcorn,

other salty snacks
Sweets Cakes, pancakes, biscuits, lollipops,

candies, sweet pies, doughnuts, ice
cream

Soft drinks Refreshments, fizzy drinks, cola drinks, pre-
packaged fruit juices

Other food Coffee, wine, tea, mixed foods (e.g. peanuts
with onions in ketchup sauce),
condiments and spices, alcoholic drinks,
any other foods not classified in any of the
other food groups

Non-identifiable food Foods that could not be identified
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referred to sweets which received sixty-eight cues, followed
by convenience foods/snacks (n 49) and the ‘other food’
category (n 48). Significant correlations were found for
positive (r= 0·889, P= 0·001) and negative cues (r= 0·671,
P= 0·034) between eating and non-eating scenes. Con-
trariwise, no significant correlation was found for neutral
cues between eating and non-eating scenes (r= 0·061,
P= 0·867). Half of the positive cues (both related to eating
and non-eating scenes) referred to either sweets or con-
venience foods and snacks, such as cakes, ice cream,
chocolate, popcorn, pizza and hamburgers. Concerning
the remaining food categories, remarkably fewer positive
cues were recorded for fruits, such as bananas and apples
(seven and five cues related to eating and non-eating
scenes, respectively). The majority of the neutral cues
related to eating scenes were recorded mainly for soft
drinks and bakery/cereals (twenty-one and ten cues,
respectively). Lastly, in scenes where food was shown but
not eaten, ‘other food’, such as coffee, tea and wine,
received most of the neutral cues compared with any other
food category, while fruits and sweets both ranked sec-
ond. Table 3 quotes some typical food cues recorded for
the three types classified by food category.

In seventy out of the 100 episodes actual consumption
was depicted at least once. Table 4 presents the number of
episodes which projected specific foods being consumed
by overall consumption range. Sweets, soft drinks and
convenience foods and snacks were seen to be consumed
at least once in more episodes compared with the rest of
the food categories (twenty-seven, twenty-four and nine-
teen episodes, respectively). Furthermore, not only were
they presented in far more episodes, but they also were
found to be consumed in episodes where a higher fre-
quency of consumption was recorded (more than five
times per episode). The number of episodes showing
consumption of bakery products, dairy or fruits was almost
half of those showing consumption of the above food
categories (i.e. eleven or twelve episodes for each food).
The food category with the lowest representation (among
the identifiable ones) was vegetables (seven out of the 100
episodes), which were never seen as being eaten more
than four times within one single episode.

Analysing whether the frequency of overall food con-
sumption differed by food type, it was found that, com-
pared with all other food categories, snacks, sweets and
soft drinks were more frequently consumed (χ2= 15·43,
df= 2, P = 0·001; χ2= 6·7, df= 2, P= 0·035; and χ2= 6·81,
df= 2, P= 0·033, respectively) in episodes characterized
by a high frequency of consumption. Moreover, regard-
ing possible correlations between the consumption of the
ten food categories per episode, a correlation was found
between consumption of snacks and that of soft drinks,
so that, when convenience foods/snacks were con-
sumed, soft drinks were also likely to be consumed,
regardless of consumption rate (χ2= 6·45, df= 1,
P= 0·001).

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to analyse the food
content of popular children’s TV cartoon series; emphasis
was placed on the type of messages accompanying food
depictions whether in visual or verbal references and in
actual eating scenes. Thus, a qualitative analysis of the
cues within eating and non-eating scenes was conducted,
to describe any differences between them. The appear-
ance of food in animated series was not restricted to mere
portrayal: almost all episodes (n 94) contained at least one
food mention, which gives us a food cue every 5·1min of
broadcast time. Snack-type foods and sweets drew almost
half the total number of all positive food cues in eating and
non-eating scenes alike. According to the comments
recorded by the raters, characters in cartoon series often
appear consuming foods such as snacks, sweets and soft
drinks in a happy and cheerful state of affairs, exclaiming
with enthusiasm when tasting their favourite snacks.
Similarly, they often express their excitement when facing
their favourite sweets or snacks which they comment as
fantastic, fabulous or delicious. Also, in some episodes
there were cues in which a good psychological state was
ascribed to foods such as sweets or snacks, while in other
cues characters recall memories from their childhood
where sweets have the main role. Interestingly, food
presented in comic series receives a considerable number
of neutral cues (n 213), meaning that food is usually
projected without any comment. This holds especially true
for non-eating scenes. In fact, it appears that sweets,
snacks, fruits and meat drew more neutral comments in
non-eating scenes as compared with neutral comments
about the same food groups in eating scenes. On the
contrary, in actual eating scenes most neutral cues referred
to soft drinks. At this point it is worth emphasizing that
while soft drinks appear to be consumed in more episodes
than snack foods, they are accompanied in the majority by
neutral comments. In other words, while the characters
consume both food groups in the same episode, sweets
and snacks draw positive comments, whereas soft drinks
are simply consumed without any other comment or facial
expression on the part of the character which might show
pleasure, disgust or other reaction. Considering the pre-
sence of neutral cues, it could be hypothesized that this
silent exposure, especially to foods of low nutrient quality,
may have a so-far unexplored impact on food choices and
preferences, something which could lead to a new area for
future research.

In addition to their frequent projection, out of 100 epi-
sodes, seventy contained one or more scenes where foods
were shown to be consumed. Convenience foods/snacks
(burgers, pizzas, hot dogs, popcorn, etc.), sweets (biscuits,
milkshakes, ice creams and cakes) and soft drinks (i.e.
cola drinks, refreshments, etc.) were highlighted in the
majority of the analysed episodes (consumed at least once
in seventy out of the 100 episodes), with their
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Table 2 Number of food cues recorded for each food category in eating and non-eating scenes, with classification as positive, negative or neutral, and the equivalent correlations between eating
and non-eating scenes, in ten randomly selected episodes from each of ten animated cartoon series of high television audience viewing addressed to children and adolescents aged 4–14 years,
Greece, October 2011–June 2012

Number of cues

Eating scenes Non-eating scenes

Food category Total cues by food category Positive Negative Neutral Total Positive Negative Neutral Total

Bakery and cereals 26 2 – 10 12 3 – 11 14
Dairy 21 2 1 8 11 3 2 5 10
Fruits 38 7 1 7 15 5 1 17 23
Vegetables 25 2 1 5 8 4 3 10 17
Meat and seafood 27 5 – 4 9 3 1 14 18
Convenience foods and snacks 49 11 – 9 20 11 3 15 29
Sweets 68 20 3 5 28 19 4 17 40
Soft drinks 39 5 – 21 26 1 – 12 13
Other food 48 9 – 11 20 6 2 20 28
Non-identifiable food 20 1 – 2 3 6 1 10 17
Total cues 361 64* 6† 82 152 61* 17† 131 209

*Significantly correlated between eating and non-eating scenes: r= 0·889, P= 0·001.
†Significantly correlated between eating and non-eating scenes: r= 0·671, P= 0·034.
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consumption occurring in more episodes compared with
the other food groups. Moreover, it was found that in
episodes where there were higher rates of food items
being consumed, consumption of convenience foods/
snacks, sweets and soft drinks was higher, with con-
sumption of soft drinks often occurring in conjunction
with snack consumption.

The high rate at which food is shown to be consumed
(in 70% of the episodes) found in the present study

contrasts with the recent study by Roseman et al.(15), in
which the rate of actual consumption incidents was found
to be low (10%). However, our findings, which indicate a
more frequent projection of foods like convenience foods/
snacks and sweets compared with other less processed
foods, either in eating scenes or in non-eating scenes, are
in accordance with previous analyses of children’s TV
programmes in that references for sweets are greatly
prevalent(16,20). In relation to the above findings, other

Table 3 Examples of positive, negative and neutral cues* recorded for each food category in ten randomly selected episodes from each of
ten animated cartoon series of high television audience viewing addressed to children and adolescents aged 4–14 years, Greece, October
2011–June 2012

Type of cue

Food
category Positive cue Negative cue Neutral cue

Bakery and
cereals

A character obviously enjoys a taste of cooked
rice (1)

– In a bakery shop,
characters are
surrounded by all kinds
of bread (2)

A character is cooking rice
(1)

Dairy ‘This sweet pie is delicious with a glass of
milk!’, from a character eating a pie (3)

‘I don’t want to eat cheese. I can’t stand
lactose!’, from an angry character (3)

A character refuses to eat cheese (4)

Depiction of a piece of
cheese on the table (4)

Characters drink milk for
breakfast (2)

Fruits A character brings in a plate of fruit for a snack
and children shout: ‘WOW!’ (5)

Characters look at a coconut and imagine it as
a freshly squashed juice (3)

‘Bananas, cherries … just so boring!’, from a
character opening the fridge (3)

A character drinks a glass
of fresh juice (2)

Main character eats an
apple (6)

Vegetables Characters eat carrots during a battle, get
strong and triumph (6)

A character seems happy eating
vegetables (1)

‘We’ve run out of money … now we have to
buy vegetables instead of cakes and
chocolates!’, all main characters seem
displeased with having to buy vegetables (2)

A character eats a
sandwich which contains
lots of vegetables (4)

Depictions of vegetables
on sale appear in the
background (4)

Meat and
seafood

‘Mmm! This chicken is delicious!’, from a
character eating roast chicken (1)

‘It’s really not good that your favourite food is
meat!’, a character tells his friend (1)

‘The dish of the day is fish’,
says the waiter at the
restaurant (1)

Convenience
foods and
snacks

‘I feel like a sausage in a big bread roll!’, says a
character dreaming he is a hot dog (6)

‘Aaaah! There’s enough for everybody!’ as one
character looks at some popcorn, with the
others screaming ‘P-P-P-POPCORN!’ (5)

‘Good thing I didn’t get that cheeseburger! It
could’ve made me throw up!’, says a
character who’s already drunk a lot of
smoothies (7)

‘It isn’t trendy to eat burgers’, says a character
who is trying to follow a healthy diet (3)

Characters eating
hamburgers in a
restaurant (3)

A character eats salty
snacks at home (2)

Depiction of a character
sleeping with a big
carton of popcorn in his
hand (6)

Sweets ‘Oh no, we’ve run out of ice cream!’, from a
character with annoyance (3)

‘I don’t have many memories of my childhood
but I’ve never forgotten the taste of that jam!’,
from a character remembering her childhood
(2)

‘Human food is so delicious…’, from an animal
character eating a bowl of biscuits (8)

‘I go crazy for lollipops, now I feel much better’
(5)

‘You feel sick seeing all that sweet stuff. The
fridge in the house is full of it’, says a
character (2)

‘You eat sweets all the time but don’t you ever
play?’, from a character to her friends (6)

‘Candies are that kind of food which ruin your
teeth’, says a character to his friend (9)

‘There will be a lot of sweets and cakes at the
party, it’s disgusting’ (2)

Depictions of lollipops in a
bag (5)

Depictions of ice creams
covered with syrup,
biscuits and whipped
cream (2, 8)

Depiction of a big ice
cream on the top of a
roof (2)

The mayor of the city holds
a cake (6)

A waiter serves honey
cakes (10)

Soft drinks ‘Both my need for beauty and my need for a
drink are satisfied’, from a character after he
had a cold soft drink (9)

‘How many of those have you already drunk
today?’, a character asks his friend
sternly (7)

Depictions of beverages on
restaurant tables (2, 3, 10)

Characters drink soft drinks
at a party (2)

*Numbers in parentheses indicate the ten series studied: 1, Pichi Pichi Pitch; 2, Teen Days; 3, SpongeBob SquarePants; 4, Tom & Jerry; 5, Dora the Explorer; 6,
LazyTown; 7, Ben 10; 8, Jewelpet; 9, Penguins of Madagascar; 10, Tutenstein.
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research found that energy-dense/nutrient-poor foods
including sweet snacks and sweets/candy were the two
most commonly presented food cues (verbal, visual or
combined) in children’s animated programming(18). The
results of the present study indicate that the presence of
plain foods such as vegetables, fruits or dairy is limited,
either concerning eating scenes or visual and oral cues,
and so differs from those food references found in chil-
dren’s books which are principally oriented towards
nutritious foods(21). However, such references in chil-
dren’s books were of minor significance, either in the
illustrations or in the storyline(22,23). The low representa-
tion of vegetables in our sample is a finding that is in
accordance with other studies which have also found that
vegetables were the foods least shown in pre-school TV
shows(24) and represented a low percentage of food cues
found in cartoon programmes(18). In contrast to these
results, another study found that fruits and vegetables
represented the second highest number of references(16).

The results of our analysis may contribute towards an
understanding of how children are influenced by what
they see in TV programmes. We do not know the full
impact that media presentation of unhealthy foods could
have, but the present study indicates that there is a repe-
ated exposure through comic series to food-related images
and messages which may lead to increased consumption
of those foods. While direct impact of these messages on
children’s dietary intake is not known, there is some evi-
dence showing that exposure to unhealthy food advertis-
ing leads to a moderate increase in children’s intake of
energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods and beverages(25,26).
Additionally, previous studies have found that TV viewing
predicts increased intake of foods such as sweets and
snacks(9,27). Our results are also in accordance with find-
ings showing consumption of snacks in conjunction with
soft drinks to be a pattern particularly popular among
children(29,30). In the animated series we examined, the
projection of the various foods and beverages usually
occurred either through cartoon characters’ expressions

and actions or through the scenes related to food context.
The effect that cartoon characters may have on food
choices needs to be further examined, considering the fact
that their use influences dietary preference and children’s
choices, with any character being more powerful than no
character, and a familiar character more than a non-
familiar one(28). At the same time, media character
branding seems to have a stronger influence on children’s
food intake and on the dietary preference of children for
energy-dense and nutrient-poor foods compared with
fruits and vegetables(28).

The present analysis of comic cartoon series highlighted
every mention relevant to food found in the most popular
series for ages 4–14 years on Greek TV. However, it is
important to acknowledge some limitations, one of which
is that the duration of scenes showing food and beverages
was not recorded. The recording and qualitative analysis
of cues provide a picture of how different food items are
projected in the children’s comic series under study, but
we concede that additional data concerning the duration
of projected food scenes would have provided better
insight into the content of these programmes. Moreover,
the series in the study were broadcast during 2011–2012,
thus it is possible that the content of animated series might
have changed recently. Another limitation is that we did
not distinguish between content aimed at children and
content for adolescents, which could have resulted in
different findings according to audience age. For example,
Scully et al.(18) observed differences in food cues pre-
sented in programming for children and for teens, in that
there was a prevalence of sweet snacks and sweets/candy-
related cues in children’s programmes, whereas in tween
programming fast-food and sugar-sweetened beverage
cues were more frequent. However, it should be noted
that in our study the vast majority of the TV series exam-
ined address an audience of children rather than adoles-
cents. Lastly, the sample included a limited number of
comic series broadcast on Greek TV stations, choosing the
ten highest in audience viewing without including the

Table 4 Number of episodes showing consumption of each food category at the three predefined range levels in ten randomly selected
episodes from each of ten animated cartoon series of high television audience viewing addressed to children and adolescents aged 4–14
years, Greece, October 2011–June 2012

Number of episodes where food categories appeared to be consumed
at least once per frequency rate

Food category Total 1–4 times 5–9 times ≥10 times

Bakery and cereals 12 9 2 1
Dairy 11 8 2 1
Fruits 12 9 3 0
Vegetables 7 7 0 0
Meat and seafood 9 8 1 0
Convenience foods and snacks 19 10 7 2
Sweets 27 18 8 1
Soft drinks 24 16 6 2
Other food 20 16 3 1
Non-identifiable food 3 1 1 1

Food messages in children’s comic series 1373

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980019000338 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980019000338


series broadcast on cable TV. Further research is needed
to analyse current TV programming.

In summary, the findings of the present study demon-
strate a significant food projection in popular children’s TV
cartoon series with an emphasis on foods of low nutri-
tional value such as sweets, snacks and soft drinks. What is
more, these foods are projected in an attractive way,
whether consumed or discussed between cartoon char-
acters. This raises concern about whether specific rules,
similar to those already in force for advertisements, should
be applied regarding the food content of children’s pro-
grammes. Health educators and parents should also be
alerted to the food messages conveyed in cartoon pro-
gramming and to the possible negative consequences on
their children’s diet.
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