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Abstract

Examinations of corporate power have demonstrated the practices and activities Unhealthy

Commodity Industries (UCIs) employ to exert their power and influence on the public and

health policy. The High in Fat Sugar and Salt (HFSS) product industry have exploited the

online environment to market their products to young people. Regulating UCIs’ marketing

can limit the power of those industries and is argued to be one of the most appropriate policy

responses to such marketing. However, there is minimal consideration of how stakeholders

view regulation of online advertising of HFSS products to young people. This UK-focused

study addressed this through a secondary analysis of focus groups with young people (n =

15), the primary analysis of focus groups with parents (n = 8), and interviews with profes-

sional stakeholders (n = 11). The findings indicated that participants’ views on the regulation

of online advertising of HFSS products were informed by how professional stakeholders

exerted instrumental, structural and discursive power. Participants cited regulation as a

means to re-negotiate problematic power dynamics to increase young people’s and parents’

autonomy over young people’s diets, yet concern remained as to the impact regulation may

have on individual autonomy. To garner increased public support for such regulatory poli-

cies, it may be beneficial for advocates to emphasise the empowering elements of those

regulatory policies. Advocacy actors may wish to shift their framing of regulation from one

that focuses on restricting industry practices, to one that centres on empowering individuals.

Introduction

Over the past decade, public health advocates have emphasised the role unhealthy commodity

industries (UCIs) play in driving the increased rates of non-communicable diseases (NCDs),

with NCDs contributing to two thirds of deaths and disability worldwide [1]. This has resulted
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in an increased examination of the role of politics and power in shaping health, and has con-

tributed to the emergence of the field commercial determinants of health (CDoH) [2]. Within

public health, there is increasing acknowledgement of the role of corporate power as being

central to CDoH, with many practices undertaken by UCIs to exert, maintain and extend their

power [3]. In particular, public health advocates and academics have identified the power

exerted by the high in fat, sugar and salt [HFSS] product industry as a driver of unhealthy diets

through the shaping of food environments and consumer behaviour [1]. For example, a recent

analysis of processed food manufacturers’ market strategies reported that they employ a range

of techniques to increase and consolidate their power, such as leveraging informational power

asymmetries in relations with consumers [4]. Wood et al. [4] reported that processed food

manufacturers leverage this informational power through targeting vulnerable population

groups with integrated marketing communication practices, or through misleading marketing

claims such as employing irrelevant product claims.

Product marketing is another strategy that UCIs employ to exert, maintain and extend their

power to drive sales and consumption of their products. Increasingly this marketing is moving

to the online environment and policymakers globally are increasingly concerned about this

online advertising of HFSS products to young people [5]. This form of online marketing shapes

unhealthy dietary preferences amongst young people [6]. It is also a key driver of the broader

obesogenic environment [7], ensuring that the HFSS product industry continues to reach new

consumers through rapidly developing advertising mediums. In the UK and globally, the public

health community have called for such marketing to be regulated [5, 8]. In the UK, the Com-

mittee of Advertising Practice, an industry-funded self-regulatory body, regulates the online

advertising of HFSS products. The UK Government has recently announced that a ban [with

exceptions] of HFSS product advertising online, due to come into force in 2022 [9, 10].

As such, this is an active policy area worthy of academic attention. Despite increased atten-

tion on the HFSS product industry’s power as a driver of CDoH and influencer of public health

policy [11], few studies have examined various stakeholders views of power within this policy

context. This is a critical gap in CDoH research, as the power dynamics that researchers exam-

ine are rarely then related to those who they are experienced by. Given that power is a diverse

concept, often contentious, and understood in different ways [12], it is even more important

that researchers consider it further in this context. This paper reports on a study that examined

multiple stakeholders’ [young people, parents, and professional stakeholders] views on the reg-

ulation of online HFSS product advertising to young people in the UK, arguing that an exami-

nation of power is central to understanding these views on regulation.

Theoretical framework

Fuchs and Lederer [13] provide a systematic framework for assessing corporate power, specifi-

cally business power in global governance. They suggest that to effectively consider the mate-

rial and ideational sources of power, three distinct forms of power must be considered: 1]

instrumental 2] structural, and 3] discursive.

Instrumental power is how corporations seek to influence the political process through

practices such as the lobbying of political actors and associated financial activities [13]. By

expanding their lobbying practices, corporations can gain a competitive advantage over civil

society actors [14, 15].

Structural power concerns the agenda-setting and rule-setting practices that corporate

actors employ [3, 13, 16]. Agenda-setting is corporate actors influencing the importance placed

on issues, determining what is worthy of policy consideration and what is not [the Overton
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window [17]]. In addition, corporations can directly influence policy rule-setting, for example

through implementing self-regulatory measures [13].

Finally, discursive power “influences the frames of policy problems and solutions, of actors

in the political process, and of politics and the political as such” [12, p8]. In particular, discur-

sive power concerns who is considered a legitimate actor within the policy process, as well as

contributing to the creation and maintenance of social norms. Although this form of power

and agenda-setting within structural power are closely related, discursive power is arguably

much more encompassing than agenda-setting alone. It speaks to what is considered socially

normal and acceptable, for example in this case the pervasiveness of advertising of HFSS prod-

ucts and society’s normalisation of unhealthy food in society.

Our analysis not only employs this framework to engage with corporate power, as is the

focus of Fuchs and Lederer’s [13] work, but extends and develops the framework to include a

consideration of non-corporate power [e.g. parents, young people and advocacy groups] as

well as State power. In the context of this study, the State refers to government and govern-

ment bodies. The study demonstrates that analysing corporate power alone [although impor-

tant] may result in an incomplete understanding of the power dynamics at play within UCI

debates [18]. We are unaware of any other analyses of this kind, despite academic attention on

the importance of considering power within the obesogenic environment [19, 20].

Methods

This study used multiple data collection methodologies: 1) secondary analysis of focus groups

with young people aged 12–15 years old (n = 15 groups); 2) focus groups with parents of

young people aged five to 15 years old (n = 8 groups); and 3) individual semi-structured inter-

views with professional stakeholders (n = 11).

The University of Glasgow’s (UK) College of Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee

provided ethical approval for the studies (application numbers 400160034 and 400150196).

Data collection

We recruited participants through a variety of means: 1) advertisements distributed through

community groups; 2) social media; 3) known contacts in community organisations or profes-

sional networks; and 4) snowball sampling. We facilitated focus groups with young people

(conducted between June 2016 and July 2016) and parents (conducted between December

2016 and March 2017) in person within community settings or participants’ homes and digi-

tally recorded. We conducted professional stakeholder interviews in person and via the tele-

phone between June 2017 and March 2018, with all digitally recorded. We professionally

transcribed the focus groups and interviews checked against the recordings for accuracy.

Secondary analysis of focus groups with young people aged 12–15 years old. Research

that focuses on young people’s lives is essential for the development of responsive and relevant

policies that cater to their needs and concerns [21]. However, the ‘voice’ of young people is

often notably absent within the policy process despite being the subject of policy aimed at pro-

tecting their interests as a vulnerable group [22, 23]. As such, we deemed it important to con-

sider young people’s views on the regulation of online advertising of HFSS products as it is a

policy debate directly relevant to them.

To do so, we undertook a secondary analysis [24] of qualitative data collected for a previous

study, which explored young people’s accounts of their experiences of non-broadcast and

online advertising of HFSS products. LCW, SC and SH were involved in the original study,

and as such have direct and in-depth knowledge of the data.
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We invited young people to participate in the study if they were living in Scotland aged

between 12 and 15 years of age. In total, 62 young people took part in 15 friendship focus

groups (whereby participants were friends before taking part in the study). The smallest group

size was three and largest group size seven (the median was four), recruited using a non-proba-

bilistic purposive sampling approach [25] as well as snowball sampling [26]. Twenty-four boys

and 38 girls participated from areas with a range of deprivation levels, with nine groups of

young people recruited from the least deprived Quintiles (Q4 and 5) as defined by Scottish

Index of Multiple Deprivation 16 [27]], five groups from the two most deprived Quintiles (Q1

and 2) and one group from mixed deprivation levels. We obtained consent from both the chil-

dren who participated in the study, as well as their parents or guardians. Focus groups lasted

between 44 minutes and 86 minutes (median of 70 minutes).

Focus groups with parents of young people aged five to 15 years old. In policy debates

involving children, responsibility varies between governmental responsibility, industry

responsibility, and parental responsibility [28]. These debates frame children as vulnerable

consumers who parents, particularly mothers, or the State must protect [29, 30].

We included parents living in Scotland with child(ren) aged between 5–15 years of age. We

also aimed to recruit participants who lived in a range of socioeconomic areas, and as such tar-

geted recruitment to ensure we achieved this diversity closely as possible.

Thirty parents (29 mothers and one father) living in Scotland participated in eight focus

groups (with groups ranging in size from two to five participants, with a median of four per

group). We recruited participants across Scotland using a non-probabilistic purposive sam-

pling approach [25] as well as snowball sampling [26]. Participants lived in areas with a range

of deprivation levels: 19 of the 30 participants were from the two most deprived Quintiles (Q1

and Q2) in the SIMD16 classification, four were from Quintile 3 (Q3) and four were from the

least deprived Quintiles (Q4 & Q5). The age range of their children was 10 months to 29 years,

however, all participants had one or more children aged between five and 15 years of age.

Focus groups lasted between 48 minutes and 88 minutes (median of 66 minutes).

Individual semi-structured interviews with professional stakeholders. The third set of

stakeholders important in this to the debate are those professionals directly involved in the pol-

icymaking process (industry, advocacy, government representatives, and academics). Profes-

sional stakeholders actively engage in framing to ensure policy meets their interests [31].

We identified participants through their responses to a 2016 consultation by CAP, which

was focussed on updating the regulatory code of non-broadcast advertising of food and soft

drink to children, including online advertising [32]. The consultation then provided an oppor-

tune sampling framework, as each consultee had a ‘stake’ in this debate. Therefore, participants

were considered eligible if they were involved in their organisation’s response to the 2016 CAP

consultation. We aimed to recruit across a range of industry and non-industry organisations,

however recruitment for this section of the study was particularly challenging.

We recruited 11 professional stakeholders across the UK, six were female and five were

male. We recruited participants using non-probabilistic purposive sampling approach [25].

Five participants worked within a civil society organisation, two were from the food and bever-

age industry, one from the advertising industry, two worked in academia and one within a

governmental body.

Professional stakeholder interviews lasted between 35 minutes and 69 minutes (median of

51 minutes).

Data analysis

We employed thematic analysis [33] following Spencer et al.’s [34] analytical hierarchy

approach and coded data in NVivo 12. In applying this approach, we generated descriptive
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accounts identifying and mapping key themes across the data. Next, we generated explanatory

accounts to identify patterns of association within the data and consider explanations for why

those patterns occur. It was at this point we identified that we required a specific analysis on

how participants viewed and responded to power, as it appeared key to understanding their

views on regulation of online advertising of HFSS products to young people. During this phase

of analysis, we identified themes such as lobbying, management of self-regulation by industry,

maintenance of individual autonomy as well as improper State intervention into individual’s

lives were being generated through the analysis. A broader concern on power underpinned

each of these themes: who has it, who does not have it, and what can be done about problem-

atic power dynamics. We recognised it as being particularly prevalent during discussions sur-

rounding the role of advertising in children’s lives and the regulation of such marketing. As

such, we conducted a specific analysis employing Fuchs and Lederer’s [12] framework, and

further developed the explanatory accounts generated previously.

We analysed datasets individually at first, to gain an in-depth understanding of the data,

before synthesising the three data sets using a thematic approach to generate commonalities

and patterns across the data [33] in Microsoft Word.

Results

The following findings report on how participants’ views of the power dynamics concerning

the online advertising of HFSS products appeared to predicate their response to regulation of

such an environment. Although the majority of participants appeared to support regulation as

a suitable policy option, there was a minority of participants who rejected such regulation. The

findings demonstrate, through analysing the various forms of instrumental, structural and dis-

cursive power as discussed by the participants, the importance of considering views on power

when exploring public health policy options in response to CDoH [18].

Although the focus of the study was online advertising of HFSS products, and participants

were reminded of this throughout data collection, participants referred to other forms of

advertising to illustrate their points. This may also have been related to the regulatory frame-

work in the UK not only being focused on online advertising, but non-broadcast advertising

more generally.

Instrumental power

There were several instances where participants discussed instrumental power as defined ear-

lier, and this section focuses on how participants responded to the lobbying and financial

power of industry and the State. The majority of parents expressed concern over the financial

relationship between industry and the State:

I don’t think that [regulation] would ever come into play because there’s too much a financial
gain that there is to be had. . .the government and the companies are making so much. . .

(Parent Focus Group 4 participant 14 –child aged 6)

Parents also expressed concern as to industry’s lobbying practices:

I mean who else is gonna hold, what is essentially a powerful industry with quite, the food
industry is huge, and they have massive access to the law and lobbying MPs.

(Parent Focus Group 3 participant 10—young people aged four, six and nine)
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Non-industry stakeholders expressed a similar discomfort with industry’s investment in

lobbying decision-makers. For example, non-industry stakeholders discussed industry’s lobby-

ing of the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS):

. . .we know that behind the scenes there is certainly a lot of lobbying and DCMS and
again. . .why marketing and promotions never happened within the final plan [Childhood
Obesity Plan].

(Advocacy Stakeholder 3)

In contrast, industry stakeholders considered public health advocacy groups as lobbyists:

Advertising to young people is a. . .particularly topical issue at the moment, and there’s a lot
of interest in the subject, particularly from politicians and lobby groups [advocacy groups]. . .

(Advertising Industry Stakeholder 5)

This could be considered as industry positioning public health advocacy groups as exerting

their own instrumental power.

Structural power

Agenda-setting. Non-industry stakeholders emphasised that online advertising of HFSS

products was an issue requiring policy attention, despite the updating of the CAP Code follow-

ing a public consultation [CAP, 2016]. In addition, non-industry stakeholders highlighted

their concern that several points raised by non-industry responders to the consultation were

managed incorrectly:

Limitations, I think an awful lot of the concerns that were voiced by the public health commu-
nity weren’t really dealt with in a way that mirrored the evidence base.

(Advocacy Stakeholder 2)

Non-industry stakeholders emphasised their organisations’ importance within the policy-

making process, underlining the recognition of this by CAP and ASA:

Through the course of the CAP consultation, both before, during and after, we had meetings
with [name] at the CAP and some of his colleagues. . .even two weeks ago we had a meeting
with the ASA. . .they asked us to come in, recognising how. . .important a stakeholder we now
are in this process.

(Advocacy Stakeholder 3)

In contrast, industry stakeholders attempted to shift attention from the regulation of online

advertising of HFSS products to other policy areas they framed as requiring increased focus

from public health:

Not that there’s been. . .a huge volume of advertising of junk food to young people, but if we
can say as a sector, “Well, actually, we’ve stopped doing that, and we’ve all agreed that we’re
not going to do that anymore”, and if you take that factor out of the equation, then it, you
know, it might help in the longer term to focus efforts elsewhere.

(Advertising Stakeholder 5)
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Industry stakeholders appeared frame further regulation of online advertising of HFSS

products as a less desirable policy solution and to close off this policy avenue, in contrast to

non-industry stakeholders who viewed as a worthwhile policy solution.

Rule-setting. Parents in all but one focus group, a majority of young people, as well as the

non-industry stakeholders, argued that the current self-regulatory system was problematic due

to industry’s ability to regulate their own advertising practices. As such, these participants

expressed support for strengthening the regulatory system and for the State to possess that

structural power:

. . .it should actually probably be the government because if it was the companies that were
like making the product and advertising it they would probably like. . .Yeah just do what they
want.

(Young People’s Focus Group 5 –four males aged 12, 12, 13 and 13)

Conversely, industry stakeholders and parents in one focus group identified the State as

possessing excessive structural rule-setting power. Parents in this group expressed frustration

with the constraining power of the State:

Well was that not the whole point of Britain? Have we not got freedom, d’you know what I
mean? That’s like the whole point. . .They’re [the Government] taking away choices.

(Parent Focus Group 7 participant 25 [child aged seven])

Industry stakeholders expressed a similar concern regarding the State’s rule-setting power:

. . .you are always conscious of the threat that if the government chooses to. . .develop statutory
regulation, and take over regulation of the industry, and that’s clearly not something that we
would want.

(Advertising Industry Stakeholder 5)

Industry stakeholders’ concerns regarding state regulation contrasted with non-industry

stakeholders and some parents’ concerns with self-regulation. It appeared that for the industry

stakeholders in this study, they aimed to simultaneously reject the rule-setting power of the

State, whilst emphasising the success of the industry’s rule-setting:

. . .and actually, the UK self-regulatory system for advertising is pretty much, you know, it’s
world class, and it’s often held up as one of the best examples of a self-regulatory system.

(Advertising Industry Stakeholder 5)

Discursive power

Legitimate authority figures: The state. Most parents, young people and non-industry

stakeholders, considered the State to be a legitimate authority figure. These participants expressed

a willingness to place trust in the legitimacy of the State as regulators over industry actors:

We feel it should be government. We definitely, we want it regulated on the national level by
the government to. . .create a level playing field.

(Advisory Stakeholder 1)
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In contrast, parents in one focus group expressed resistance to the State as a legitimate

authority figure:

See if they want to advertise Irn Bru [a sugar-sweetened Scottish beverage] or like juice, the
Lilt. . .it’s up to the people who want to drink it. You can’t shove it [regulation] down people’s
throats.

(Parent Focus Group 7 participant 25 child aged seven)

Industry stakeholders were similarly hesitant towards the State as a legitimate rule-setter,

yet they did not state this as explicitly as the participants above. Rather, it seemed they aimed

to place doubt over the State’s effectiveness as an authority figure by framing the State as failing

to implement a consistent public health strategy to address childhood obesity:

One of the things that the government looked at when it produced that strategy [Childhood
Obesity Plan] was whether or not rules around advertising needed to be tightened. We
argued. . .the existing rules were tight enough. . .when the strategy was published, they decided
not to pursue any further restrictions. And now here we are, eighteen months later
and. . .we’re back in having that debate again.

(Food and Drink Industry Stakeholder 8)

Through the framing of State policy as disjointed yet circular, and that this disjointed pro-

cess negatively impacted industry, it appeared industry stakeholders attempted to position

themselves as ‘targets’ of unsuccessful policymaking, subject to incessant changes out with

their control, whilst simultaneously acknowledging their ability to lobby policymakers.

Legitimate authority figure: Industry

Further to their de-legitimation of the State as an authority figure, industry attempted to legiti-

mise their own role in the policy-making process by emphasising their responsibility:

And industry’s role is to. . .be as responsible as possible and not just adhere to the code, but
always. . .try and go above it and lean into issues rather than do the minimum.

(Food and Drink Industry Stakeholder 11)

In contrast to industry participants’ emphasis on their role as legitimate authority figures,

most parents, non-industry stakeholders and a minority of young people were sceptical of this

legitimacy. Young people provided limited discussion on industry’s role as a legitimate author-

ity figure. Those who did discuss it positioned industry unfavourably:

And the food industry. . . . . . scumbags.

(Young people’s Focus Group 1 –two females aged 14 and 14 and two males aged 13 and 14)

Legitimate authority figure: Parents

All participants framed parents as possessing [or should possess] authority over young people’s

diets. They framed regulation of online advertising of HFSS as a policy solution, but only if it

did not infringe on parental autonomy:
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Yeah. . .there’s got to be a certain amount of . . .parents having the confidence and being
allowed to parent their own young people as well without the government constantly putting
legislation in place ‘oh you’ve got to do this you’ve got to do that’.

(Parent Focus Group 2 participant 5 young people aged five)

However, what was notable was that some participants believed that increased statutory

regulation would provide parents with greater power in this arena:

So, it’s not just about restricting freedom. . .What we’re saying is let’s take the power and the
choice of what your young people are eating, let’s take it away from the food industry and give
it back to you as parents.

(Academic Stakeholder 9)

Industry similarly positioned parents as legitimate authority figures. Food and Drink Indus-

try Stakeholder 8 suggested that parents were primarily responsible for young people’s dietary

preferences and the impact of online advertising of HFSS products. However, they highlighted

industry’s role as being part of the solution, suggesting that industry’s role was to provide help

to parents:

So back to your question about parents you know, they—we need to find ways to support
them, and that isn’t easy, it’s clearly not easy, ‘cause we’re not doing a great job it, you know,

not us, not government, not schools.

(Food and Drink Industry Stakeholder 8)

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to apply Fuchs and Lederer’s [13] theoretical

framework to empirical data about the online environment for HFSS advertising. Participants’

views on power appeared to predicate their acceptability of improved regulation as an appropri-

ate policy response to online advertising. Most participants considered statutory regulation as

the most effective means through which to re-shape the power dynamics presented and increase

the power of those actors that they deemed as good and legitimate authority figures. However, a

small number of participants were resistant towards this form of increased regulation, express-

ing concern that this would increase the power of the state, which they actively rejected.

Participants viewed lobbying as a key form of instrumental power readily employed by

industry actors to influence regulatory debates. As described by Fuchs and Lederer [13], the

lobbying of State actors continues to be an important phenomenon seen across a range of

industries and global corporations. CDoH literature suggests that UCIs’ lobbying results in

weakened public health policy [3, 18], and non-industry stakeholders and some parents ech-

oed this view in our study. These participants suggested that lobbying allowed industry stake-

holders to gain privileged access to policy actors [35].

Importantly, most participants [parents and non-industry stakeholders] considered that

industry lobbying of State actors ‘omitted’ the public voice from public health debates. This

finding suggests frustration that the public voice is not embedded within the policy surround-

ing the role of regulation or governance in general [36]. Similarly, those who resisted State

power appeared frustrated with the current policy status quo, in that it was not conducive to

the public’s voice being able to compete with the more prominent voice of the State [36].
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The findings suggest that a complex structural power dynamic exists between the State,

industry and, to a lesser extent, public health advocacy actors and the public. Both non-indus-

try and industry stakeholders framed each other as a powerful set of actors through their

instrumental (lobbying) power within the debate and highlighted that they struggled to com-

pete with the other actors’ power. Although it is well-evidenced that industry actors highlight

their importance within the policy process [16, 37–39], citing their industry as critical to

remedying the problem, there is less evidence regarding non-industry actors. This is notewor-

thy as it demonstrates that non-industry actors are employing similar strategies as industry

actors, in an aim to ensure their agenda is viewed as legitimate by policymakers and, poten-

tially, the public [40, 41].

Further to their agenda-setting power, participants expressed clear concerns regarding the

rule-setting power of industry and the State, with both positioned as possessing too much of

this rule-setting power. This tension appeared to arise from a well-established debate between

paternalistic policies and ‘nanny-state’ policies and the infringement on individual autonomy

[42]. However, the dominant view overall was that industry possessed too much rule-setting

power and participants called for the State to conduct the regulation of online advertising of

HFSS products to mitigate industry influence. For most participants, industry self-regulation

represented a market failure, requiring the State to intervene as the health of the population

was at risk [43].

Industry stakeholders, however, were keen to express the success of the current self-regula-

tory system, in a way that aligns with Otero’s [44] process of ‘neo-regulation’. Neo-regulation

suggests that industry does not aim to simply deregulate, but to take control of the regulatory

process, ensuring they can shape it to align with their vested interests [18, 41]. In this study,

industry stakeholders preferred a continuation of their own regulatory powers, but also wanted

to maintain these regulatory powers as ‘evidence’ of their industry responsibility. As such, this

study has found that neo-regulation is not only about maintaining control over the regulatory

process, but also about positioning industry as a ‘good’ corporate citizen [41, 45].

In terms of discursive power, the findings demonstrated a clear tension in deciding who is

and who is not a legitimate actor in the regulation of online advertising of HFSS products to

young people. Many participants expressed a desire for parents to possess increased discursive

power over young people’s diets, with concern over the legitimacy of industry or the State’s

role. Participants’ considered regulation (or lack of) as a means for re-shaping or re-negotiat-

ing problematic power dynamics to provide parents, and young people, with increased discur-

sive power and to minimise industry or State control over young people’s diets or policy

interventions [36]. Participants who expressed concern that the self-regulatory model inhib-

ited the State’s ability to implement effective regulation aligns with CDoH literature, whereby

UCIs have increased their political legitimacy across the globe, reinforcing themselves as

authority figures in policy processes [11, 13]. For participants who supported statutory regula-

tion, they framed this form of regulation as an empowering policy, a means to shift power

from industry to parents. Whereas participants that considered industry as legitimate author-

ity figures expressed a distrust of the State, and viewed statutory policy as limiting autonomy.

The disagreement between participants regarding the role of regulation is one that, on initial

reading, may be difficult to address. However, public health ethics literature [46–48] may offer

an alternative approach to the framing of regulation of online advertising of HFSS products, or

any regulatory policy that may aid in minimising the effects of the CDoH. Dawson [49] pro-

poses that rather than viewing State policies as overly paternalistic, such as regulation of the

food industry as infringing on individual autonomy, they perhaps should be viewed as enhanc-

ing individual autonomy by minimising industry influence over dietary preferences and

norms.
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Policy and practice implications

The key implication of this study is that to garner increased public support for regulatory

policies that seek to help parents and young people reclaim young people’s diets, it may be

pertinent to emphasise the empowering elements of those regulatory policies that tap into

people’s deeply held values or beliefs [40]. As such, advocacy actors may wish to shift their

framing of regulation from one that restricts industry practices, to one that empowers indi-

viduals as recommended in previous research on public health ethics [49]. One technique

may be to employ values-based framing in public health messaging aimed at policymakers

and the public, which involves engaging with people’s deeply held values to motivate con-

cern and action, rather than solely focusing on the ‘facts’ of a policy or regulation [40].

This could potentially serve two important purposes. One, it may aid in increasing the like-

lihood of policymakers implementing policy that seeks to address problematic power

dynamics, as previous research indicates the importance of values and stories within the

policy making process [40, 50]. Two, it may also aid in increasing public acceptability of

such policies.

Furthermore, this study demonstrates the utility of using such distinctions of power, which

may help galvanise the public and non-industry actors in addressing the problematic power

dynamics explored in this study. By breaking down power into three distinct, albeit inherently

intertwined, forms of power we may be better able to develop strategies and policies designed

to mitigate some of the problematic effects. Previous studies of power arguably present power

as a rather unwieldy, fuzzy concept that makes it difficult to practically see where intervention

can be taken, and where increasing public power may occur. This study may be useful in

beginning to address this issue, for example aiding families and young people in contributing

to the setting of the policy agenda or increasing non-State and non-industry actors’ discursive

power.

Limitations of study

Although this study has presented novel findings, we acknowledge some limitations. Firstly,

we employed a secondary analysis of focus groups with young people, and as such the design

of that data set was not conducted in line with the focus groups with parents or professional

stakeholder interviews. This may have led to a slight incongruence of the data. However,

LCW, SH and SC were involved in the original study with young people, and as such brought

in-depth knowledge to this current study that otherwise would not have been available. In

addition, it is unusual to have a broad range of stakeholders included in a study, particularly

those stakeholders who policy is most likely to impact. Furthermore, the larger study [18] did

not originally set out to analyse power, and as such questions were not necessarily framed to

elicit direct responses on power dynamics. Despite this, the fact that power was so prominent

in the data without direct questioning suggests its importance in the debate. It also suggests

the importance of conducting further research into the issues of perceptions of power within

CDoH when considering the public acceptability of policy designed to address the CDoH.

Lastly, the methods we used in the study did not allow for a large number of participants to be

included (like a survey may do), however the findings generated from the analysis may be

transferable to other policy arenas or unhealthy commodity regulatory debates. To further

expand on this research and extend its utility, it may be pertinent to conduct work that explic-

itly seeks to conduct in-depth analyses on power with the public. This could take place in the

form of a population-wide survey, or through a more deliberative process such as citizens’

juries [51].
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Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that in relation to the regulation of online advertising of HFSS prod-

ucts to young people, there is a range of forms of power involved, as evidenced across HFSS

product debates internationally [4, 52]. As indicated in Fuchs and Lederer’s [13] framework,

these forms of power, particularly for industry actors, can aid in the pursuit of political inter-

ests and the exercise of power in policy debates. The findings also demonstrate that although

industry power is important, solely focusing on industry power consequently leads to a mis-

characterisation of the complex power dynamics at play within a policy debate, particularly

when considering the role of regulation as a means of mitigating problematic power dynamics.

In addition, this mischaracterisation may lead to a lack of attention paid to what can be done

to increase the public’s and non-industry power, as explored above in the Policy & Practice

section. Without a clear understanding of the complexity and fluidity of these powers dynam-

ics, we are unable to adequately account for how public health policy interventions may rem-

edy problematic power structures in favour of improving population health.

This study demonstrates the importance of framing of regulation within public health pol-

icy debates [40]. To garner increased public support for regulatory policies that seek to help

parents and young people gain power over young people’s diets, it may be pertinent to empha-

sis the empowering elements of those regulatory policies [49] which chime with individuals’

values [40].
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