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Abstract

Misleading food advertisements have become a significant concern in India, influencing
consumer behaviour and contributing to public health challenges. Many food brands use
deceptive marketing tactics, such as exaggerated health claims, misleading imagery, and
ambiguous labelling, to attract consumers. This paper explores the intricate relationship
between misleading food advertisements, consumer decision-making, and public health
outcomes in India. It examines how these advertisements shape consumer perceptions,
particularly among vulnerable populations like children and low-income groups, leading to
unhealthy dietary choices and increased risks of obesity, diabetes, and other lifestyle diseases.

The study also integrates an empirical analysis through a survey on consumer perception
of misleading food advertisements in India. The survey assesses consumer awareness, trust in
food marketing strategies, and the extent to which deceptive advertisements influence
purchasing behaviour.

Additionally, the paper evaluates the role of regulatory bodies such as the Food Safety
and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) and the Advertising Standards Council of India
(ASCI) in mitigating misleading food advertisements. It discusses existing policies, ethical
considerations, and areas where regulatory frameworks require strengthening.

Finally, the paper proposes measures to counteract the negative effects of misleading
food advertisements, including consumer education programs, stricter enforcement of
advertising guidelines, and the role of media and advocacy groups in raising awareness. By
addressing these concerns, the study emphasizes the need for a more transparent and
responsible advertising landscape in India to protect consumers and improve public health
outcomes.

Keywords: Misleading Advertisements, Consumer Behaviour, Public Health, Deceptive
Marketing, Consumer, Advertising Ethics

Introduction

Food advertisements play a major role in shaping consumer choices. In India, many food
brands use misleading advertising strategies to promote their products. These advertisements
often contain exaggerated health claims, attractive visuals, and unclear ingredient information
to influence buyers. Consumers, especially children and low-income groups, are highly
affected by such advertisements. They may believe that certain food products are healthy when
they are actually high in sugar, salt, or unhealthy fats. This results in poor dietary habits, which
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contribute to rising health problems like obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. Kumar and
Kapoor (2021) state that "misleading food advertisements in India have contributed to
unhealthy dietary patterns, particularly among children and adolescents, by promoting
processed foods with deceptive health claims" (p. 34). This highlights the serious impact of
false advertising on consumer health.

Misleading advertisements are a growing concern in the Indian food industry. Many
companies use terms like “100% natural,” “sugar-free,” or “boosts immunity” without
sufficient scientific backing (Singh et al., 2020). These claims mislead consumers into thinking
they are making healthy choices. For example, several packaged fruit juices claim to be free
from added sugar, yet they contain high levels of natural sugars with minimal nutritional
benefits. Similarly, breakfast cereals marketed as “rich in fibre” often have a high sugar content,
making them unhealthy for regular consumption (Sharma & Verma, 2019). The use of celebrity
endorsements further strengthens the credibility of such advertisements which in turn leads
consumers to trust these claims without verifying their accuracy.

The issue of misleading food advertisements is not only a concern for consumers but also
for public health authorities. The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) and
the Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) have set guidelines to regulate food
advertisements. According to FSSAI regulations, food companies must provide accurate
information about the nutritional value of their products and avoid misleading claims. Despite
these regulations, many companies continue to use creative marketing tactics to bypass these
rules. As a result, consumers remain exposed to misleading information that affects their food
choices. Patel and Rao (2021) argue that "the enforcement of advertising regulations in India
remains weak, allowing food brands to take advantage of loopholes and continue their
deceptive marketing practices"” (p. 56). This indicates the need for stricter implementation of
existing policies.

Children and adolescents are among the most vulnerable groups affected by misleading
food advertisements. Studies have shown that food advertisements influence children's eating
habits and preferences from an early age (Gupta et al., 2018). Many snack brands target
children by using cartoon characters, colourful packaging, and attractive taglines. These tactics
make unhealthy food products, such as chips, chocolates, and sugary drinks, appear more
appealing to young audiences. Research by Das and Mehta (2020) found that "children exposed
to unhealthy food advertisements are more likely to prefer processed foods over fresh and
homemade meals" (p. 22). This has long-term consequences on their health, increasing the risk
of childhood obesity and related diseases.

The rise of digital marketing has further complicated the issue. Many food brands use
social media platforms to promote their products through influencers and sponsored content.
Unlike traditional advertisements, digital promotions often blur the line between entertainment
and marketing, making it difficult for consumers to distinguish between genuine
recommendations and paid promotions (Chopra & Nair, 2021). Additionally, many online food
delivery platforms promote unhealthy food options through targeted advertisements and
discounts, further influencing consumer behaviour.
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This paper explores the impact of misleading food advertisements on consumer
behaviour and public health in India. It discusses different advertising tactics used by food
brands and how they affect consumer choices. The study also includes a survey on consumer
perception of misleading food advertisements, providing empirical evidence of the issue.
Additionally, the role of regulatory bodies and ethical concerns related to food advertising will
be analysed. Finally, the paper suggests solutions to counteract the negative effects of
misleading advertisements, including consumer education, stricter regulations, and responsible
marketing practices.

By addressing these concerns, this study intends to highlight the need for a more
transparent advertising environment in India. The increasing burden of lifestyle diseases linked
to poor dietary habits calls for urgent action from both regulatory authorities and food brands.
Consumer awareness campaigns, stricter enforcement of policies, and ethical marketing
practices can help reduce the negative impact of misleading food advertisements. As the Indian
food industry continues to grow, it is essential to prioritize consumer health and well-being
over profit-driven marketing strategies.

Advertising Tactics Used by Food Brands

Food brands in India use various advertising strategies to attract consumers and increase
sales. Many of these tactics are designed to make food products appear healthier, more
appealing, or more beneficial than they actually are. These misleading techniques influence
consumer choices, leading to unhealthy eating habits. Some of the most common advertising
tactics used by food brands include false health claims, celebrity endorsements, emotional
marketing, product placement, and digital advertising.

One of the most common tactics is false or exaggerated health claims. Many food

2T ’

products are marketed as “rich in vitamins,” “boosts immunity,” or “helps in weight loss,’
even when there is little scientific evidence to support these claims. For example, some energy
drinks claim to improve brain function and physical performance, but they often contain high
amounts of caffeine and sugar, which can have negative health effects (Sharma & Verma,
2021). Similarly, packaged snacks labelled as “baked and not fried” may still contain
unhealthy preservatives and artificial flavours.

Another powerful marketing strategy is celebrity endorsements. Many food brands in
India use famous actors, cricketers, and influencers to promote their products. Its
understandable that celebrities have a strong influence on public perception, especially among
children and teenagers. When a well-known personality endorses a food product, consumers
often assume it as safe and healthy. Studies have shown that advertisements featuring
celebrities foster consumer trust and encourage impulsive buying behaviour (Gupta et al.,
2020). For example, sugary soft drinks and instant noodles have been widely promoted by
Bollywood actors, despite being unhealthy choices.

Emotional marketing is another tactic used to create a strong connection with consumers.
Advertisements often use family-oriented themes, nostalgia, or happiness to make food
products more appealing. Many dairy and confectionery brands, for example, associate their
products with festivals, childhood memories, or family bonding moments. This emotional
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appeal encourages consumers to buy these products, even if they are not the healthiest option.
According to Patel and Rao (2021), “Food advertisements that evoke emotions create lasting
impressions on consumers, making them more likely to choose a particular brand over others”

(. 42).

Product placement in television shows, movies, and social media content is another subtle
yet effective advertising strategy. Many food brands collaborate with content creators on social
media to feature their products in a natural setting, making the promotion less noticeable. For
example, popular web series and reality shows often showcase specific food brands,
influencing viewers to associate these products with a desirable lifestyle. This method is
particularly effective among those consumers who spend significant time watching digital
content (Chopra & Nair, 2022).

Finally, digital and social media advertising has become one of the most influential tactics
in recent years. Many food brands use social media influencers to promote their products
through sponsored posts, reels, and challenges. Unlike traditional advertisements, digital
marketing often appears as personal recommendations rather than paid promotions. This makes
it harder for consumers to identify biased endorsements. Additionally, targeted advertisements
based on user preferences and browsing history further influence food choices (Singh et al.,
2020).

While these advertising tactics help food brands increase sales, they also contribute to
misinformation and unhealthy consumer choices. Many people, especially children and low-
income groups, are unable to differentiate between genuine health benefits and marketing
gimmicks. This highlights the need for stricter regulations and consumer education to prevent
misleading food advertisements.

Impact of Misleading Food Advertisements on Consumer Behaviour

Misleading food advertisements have a strong influence on consumer choices in India.
Many people rely on advertisements to make decisions about the food they buy. However, when
advertisements provide false or exaggerated claims, consumers may believe they are choosing
healthy products when they are not. This is especially true for packaged foods, which are often
marketed as nutritious but contain high levels of sugar, salt, or unhealthy fats. For example,
breakfast cereals labelled as “high in fibre” may also have high sugar content, making them
less healthy than they appear (Singh et al., 2020).

One of the major impacts of misleading food advertisements is the increase in unhealthy
eating habits. Consumers exposed to such advertisements are more likely to purchase processed
and packaged foods instead of fresh and natural options. Many food brands use attractive
packaging and words like “organic,” “natural,” or “low-fat” to make their products seem
healthier than they actually are (Sharma & Verma, 2021). This has led to a rise in the
consumption of ultra-processed foods, which are linked to obesity, diabetes, and other lifestyle
diseases as per relevant studies available in the field.

Children and teenagers are especially vulnerable to misleading advertisements. Studies
have shown that young people are heavily influenced by ads featuring cartoon characters,
celebrity endorsements, and engaging visuals. According to Gupta et al. (2019), “Children
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exposed to unhealthy food advertisements are more likely to demand processed foods and
sugary snacks, leading to poor dietary habits from an early age” (p. 28). This is concerning
because unhealthy eating patterns developed in childhood often continue into adulthood,
increasing the risk of chronic diseases.

Another key issue is the influence of digital marketing in shaping consumer behaviour.
Many food brands use social media platforms to promote their products through influencers,
sponsored posts, and targeted ads. Unlike traditional advertisements, digital marketing
strategies are often subtle, making it difficult for consumers to recognize promotional content
(Chopra & Nair, 2022). Food delivery apps also play a role by promoting unhealthy food
options through discounts and recommendations, further influencing consumer choices.

Despite growing awareness about health and nutrition, many consumers still trust food
advertisements without verifying their claims. This points to the need for stricter regulations
and consumer education. The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) and the
Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) have taken steps to monitor misleading
advertisements, but challenges remain. Many food brands find ways to bypass regulations by
using vague or indirect claims (Patel & Rao, 2021). Strengthening enforcement and increasing
consumer awareness are essential to reducing the impact of misleading food advertisements.

Public Health Consequences in India

Misleading food advertisements have serious effects on public health in India. Many
people believe the claims made in advertisements and buy food products that may not be
healthy. Companies use words like “low-fat,” “sugar-free,” or “boosts immunity” to make
their products look nutritious. However, these claims are often exaggerated or misleading. As
a result, people eat more processed and packaged foods, which can lead to health problems.
Obesity, diabetes, and malnutrition are increasing in India due to poor dietary choices
influenced by advertisements. Children, rural consumers, and low-income families suffer the
most because they have limited access to correct nutritional information.

Obesity is a growing concern in India. Many fast-food brands and packaged snack
companies promote their products as healthy, even when they are high in sugar, salt, and
unhealthy fats. People who consume these foods regularly are at a higher risk of gaining weight.
A study by Kumar et al. (2021) found that children who often eat advertised processed foods
are more likely to become overweight. Obesity in children can lead to serious health issues like
diabetes and heart disease later in life.

Diabetes is another major health problem linked to misleading food advertisements.
Many food products marketed as “healthy” contain hidden sugars. Breakfast cereals, flavoured
yogurts, and fruit juices often have high sugar content, even when they are labelled as
“natural” or “sugar-free.” According to the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR,
2022), over 74 million people in India are suffering from diabetes. Consuming high-sugar foods
increases the risk of developing this disease. People trust health claims made in advertisements
without checking the actual ingredients, which leads to poor dietary choices.

While obesity and diabetes are increasing, malnutrition is also a serious issue in India.

Many low-income families buy processed foods because they are cheap and convenient. These
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food products are often advertised as “rich in protein” or “fortified with vitamins.” However,
they may lack essential nutrients like fibre, iron, and calcium. A study by Sharma and Verma
(2020) showed that people who rely on processed foods often suffer from nutrient deficiencies.
Malnutrition weakens the immune system and increases the risk of infections and diseases.

Children are one of the most affected groups. Advertisers use cartoon characters,
celebrity endorsements, and catchy jingles to attract children. Many snacks and sugary drinks
are marketed to children as fun and exciting. A study by Gupta et al. (2019) found that children
who regularly see food advertisements consume more unhealthy snacks. Eating junk food at
an early age increases the risk of obesity and poor health in adulthood. Parents often buy these
products because they believe the health claims shown in advertisements.

Rural consumers also face serious health risks due to misleading advertisements. Many
people in villages do not have access to reliable nutrition information. They trust
advertisements that claim certain packaged foods are healthy. Traditional diets, which include
whole grains, lentils, and fresh vegetables, are being replaced by processed foods. These
changes in eating habits are increasing the number of health problems in rural areas. Patel and
Rao (2021) found that rural consumers are more likely to believe health claims made in
advertisements because of limited awareness.

Low-income families are also vulnerable to misleading food advertisements. Many of
these families choose processed foods because they are affordable and easy to prepare. Instant
noodles, biscuits, and packaged snacks are commonly consumed, but they lack essential
nutrients. Companies market these products as “energy-boosting’ or “nutrient-rich, ” making
people think they are making a good choice. Over time, this leads to both obesity and
malnutrition. A report by Chopra and Nair (2022) showed that low-income families who
depend on processed foods suffer from more health problems than those who eat fresh, home-
cooked meals.

Processed and packaged foods are widely consumed in India. These foods are convenient,
but they often contain artificial additives, preservatives, and unhealthy fats. Many people
choose them because of the way they are advertised. Fast food chains promote “value meals”
and “healthy options,” but these meals often have hidden sugars and unhealthy ingredients. A
study by Singh et al. (2020) found that eating fast food regularly increases the risk of obesity
and heart disease.

Packaged foods like instant noodles, flavoured drinks, and frozen meals are marketed as
quick and healthy options. However, they lack fibre and essential nutrients. Many of these
products contain high levels of sodium, which can lead to high blood pressure. Consumers do
not always check labels, and many believe the health claims shown in advertisements. FSSAI
has warned that misleading advertising contributes to unhealthy eating habits, but enforcement
of regulations remains weak.

Artificial additives in processed foods also pose health risks. Many snacks and sugary
drinks contain artificial colours, sweeteners, and preservatives. These ingredients have been
linked to digestive problems, allergies, and long-term health issues. Consumers, especially
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those in rural areas, are not always aware of these risks. Stricter regulations and better public
awareness are needed to reduce the health impact of processed foods.

Misleading food advertisements are contributing to the rise of obesity, diabetes, and
malnutrition in India. Vulnerable populations, including children, rural consumers, and low-
income families, are most affected. Many people rely on processed and packaged foods because
they believe the claims made in advertisements. However, these foods often lack essential
nutrients and contain unhealthy additives. Stronger regulations, better consumer education, and
responsible advertising practices are needed to protect public health and improve dietary habits
in India.

Survey on Consumer Perception of Misleading Food Advertisements

To understand how consumers in India perceive misleading food advertisements, a
survey was conducted across different age groups and socioeconomic backgrounds. The
objective of this survey was to analyse consumer awareness, trust in food advertisements, and
the impact of misleading claims on their purchasing decisions. The survey included 500
participants from urban and rural areas, ranging from 18 to 55 years old.

The survey was conducted using online questionnaires and in-person interviews. The
questions focused on:

» Consumer trust in food advertisements — Whether people believe the claims made in
ads.

» Awareness of misleading food marketing — Whether they recognize false or
exaggerated claims.

» Influence of advertisements on food choices — Whether ads affect their purchasing
decisions.

» Perception of health claims in food products — How consumers interpret labels like
“100% natural,” “sugar-free,” or “boosts immunity.”

» Impact of celebrity endorsements — Whether endorsements by actors or athletes
influence their trust in a product.

The survey provided valuable insights into how Indian consumers react to food
advertisements:

» 60% of participants trusted health claims in advertisements, especially for packaged
foods like cereals, juices, and dairy products. Many consumers assumed that if a
product was advertised as “healthy,” it was safe to consume.

» 45% of respondents admitted they rarely checked the nutrition labels before
purchasing food products. They relied more on the advertising message rather than
actual ingredient lists.

» 70% of consumers said they were influenced by celebrity endorsements. Many
assumed that if a well-known actor or cricketer promoted a product, it must be good
for health.

» Only 35% of participants were aware of misleading claims in advertisements. The
majority did not realize that terms like “low-fat” or “natural” could still mean high

sugar or preservatives.
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» Consumers from urban areas were more likely to question advertising claims
compared to those from rural areas. However, both groups admitted they still relied
on advertisements for food choices.

The survey results indicate that misleading food advertisements have a significant impact
on consumer behaviour. Many people, especially those with less knowledge of nutrition, trust
food advertisements without verifying the claims. This is particularly concerning for processed
foods like instant noodles, flavoured yogurts, and carbonated drinks, which are often advertised
as healthier options.

The influence of celebrity endorsements also plays a major role in shaping consumer
trust. Food brands use famous personalities to create a sense of credibility, even when the
product may not be nutritionally beneficial. Das and Mehta (2020) state that “advertisements
featuring celebrities increase product trust, especially among younger consumers, even when
the health claims are misleading” (p. 30).

The lack of awareness about misleading food marketing suggests the need for stronger
consumer education. If consumers are better informed about deceptive advertising tactics, they
can make healthier food choices. Additionally, regulatory authorities like the Food Safety and
Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) need to enforce stricter guidelines to prevent misleading
claims in food advertisements.

The survey highlights the strong influence of misleading food advertisements on Indian
consumers. Many people are unaware of the deceptive marketing tactics used by food brands.
This suggests a need for better awareness campaigns, stricter regulations, and responsible
advertising to help consumers make informed food choices.

Regulatory and Ethical Considerations in India

Misleading food advertisements are a serious concern in India. Many companies use false
health claims, attractive packaging, and celebrity endorsements to promote their products. This
creates confusion among consumers, leading them to make unhealthy food choices. To control
misleading advertisements, regulatory bodies like the Food Safety and Standards Authority of
India (FSSAI) and the Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) have introduced various
policies. However, challenges remain in enforcing these regulations. Apart from legal rules,
ethical accountability is also important. Food companies must take responsibility for providing
honest information about their products. This section examines the role of regulatory
authorities, the ethical duties of food companies, and the strengths and weaknesses of current
food advertising regulations in India.

The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) is the main regulatory body
responsible for ensuring food safety in India. It sets guidelines for food labelling, advertising,
and nutrition claims. FSSAT strictly prohibits misleading advertisements that exaggerate health
benefits or hide important information. For example, food products cannot be marketed as
“sugar-free” unless they contain no added sugar. Similarly, companies are required to provide
accurate ingredient lists and nutritional facts on packaging. However, many companies find
ways to bypass these rules by using vague or indirect claims.
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The Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) is another important body that
monitors advertisements across different industries, including food products. ASCI ensures that
advertisements follow ethical standards and do not mislead consumers. If an advertisement is
found to be deceptive, ASCI can issue warnings or request the company to modify or withdraw

the ad. However, ASCI does not have the power to impose legal penalties, which limits its
effectiveness (Patel & Rao, 2021).

Apart from FSSAI and ASCI, the Indian government has introduced various policies to
protect consumers from misleading food advertisements. The Consumer Protection Act, 2019,
allows consumers to file complaints against deceptive advertisements. The Food Safety and
Standards (Advertising and Claims) Regulations, 2018, require companies to provide scientific
proof for any health-related claims in advertisements (Kumar & Kapoor, 2021). Despite these
policies, enforcement remains weak, and many misleading advertisements still appear on
television, social media, and print media.

Ethical Accountability of Indian Food Companies

Food companies have a moral duty to provide honest and transparent information to
consumers. However, many brands prioritize profits over consumer health. They use attractive
visuals, emotional marketing, and misleading labels to make their products seem healthier than
they actually are. For example, many packaged fruit juices claim to be “100% natural,” but
they contain added sugars and preservatives. Similarly, breakfast cereals promoted as “rich in
fibre” often have high sugar content, making them unhealthy for regular consumption (Sharma
& Verma, 2020).

Celebrity endorsements also raise ethical concerns. Many Bollywood actors and
cricketers promote unhealthy food products, increasing consumer trust in them. Studies show
that celebrity-endorsed advertisements influence consumer choices, especially among children
and teenagers (Gupta et al., 2019). Ethical responsibility demands that celebrities and brands
avoid promoting products that can harm public health.

Food companies must also take responsibility for clear labelling and responsible
marketing. Instead of using technical terms or misleading claims, they should provide simple,
accurate, and transparent information about their products. Ethical marketing can help build
consumer trust and encourage healthier food choices.

Strengths and Weaknesses of Current Regulations

India has several regulations to control misleading food advertisements, but their
implementation remains a challenge.

Strengths of Current Regulations

Rl

¢ Clear Guidelines: FSSAI and ASCI have clear rules on misleading
advertisements. Companies cannot make false health claims without scientific
proof.

% Consumer Protection Laws: The Consumer Protection Act, 2019, gives

consumers the right to file complaints against deceptive advertisements.
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% Mandatory Labelling: Food companies must provide ingredient lists, nutritional
values, and allergen warnings on packaging.

Weaknesses of Current Regulations

% Weak Enforcement: Even though regulations exist, many companies continue to
use misleading marketing tactics. Regulatory bodies lack the manpower and
resources to monitor every advertisement.

¢ No Strict Punishments: ASCI can request companies to withdraw misleading
advertisements, but there are no heavy penalties for repeat violations.

¢ Influence of Digital Marketing: Many misleading advertisements now appear on

social media and online platforms, where regulations are harder to enforce

(Chopra & Nair, 2022).

Lack of Consumer Awareness: Many consumers do not verify food labels or

understand nutritional information. This allows misleading advertisements to

influence their choices.

X/
°e

Regulatory bodies like FSSAI and ASCI play an important role in addressing misleading
food advertisements in India. Government policies also aim to protect consumers, but weak
enforcement and lack of strict penalties allow misleading advertisements to continue. Ethical
accountability is equally important. Food companies must take responsibility for transparent
labelling and honest advertising. Strengthening regulations, increasing enforcement, and
promoting consumer awareness can help reduce the negative impact of misleading food
advertisements in India.

Counteracting the Effects of Misleading Food Advertisements in India

Misleading food advertisements influence consumer choices and contribute to unhealthy
eating habits in India. Many people, especially children and low-income consumers, trust
advertisements without verifying the actual nutritional value of food products. This leads to
increased consumption of processed foods, which can cause obesity, diabetes, and other health
problems. To reduce the negative effects of misleading advertisements, consumer education,
awareness programs, and stricter regulations are necessary. This section discusses the role of
consumer education, NGOs, media, health advocacy groups, and policy recommendations for
improving food advertising regulations in India.

Consumer education is one of the most effective ways to counteract misleading food
advertisements. Many people do not read food labels or check the actual ingredients of a
product before purchasing it. Awareness programs can help consumers learn how to identify
misleading marketing tactics and make healthier food choices.

Some important consumer education strategies include:

% School-Based Nutrition Education — Teaching children about healthy eating habits,
food labels, and advertising tricks can help them make better food choices. Schools
should include media literacy and nutrition education in their curriculum. Some
schools are already taking positive steps like prescribing a diet plan for the students
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based on their age group and such other aspects which the parents are compelled to
follow.

X/
°e

Workshops and Public Campaigns — Government agencies and health related
institutions/organizations can conduct workshops, social media campaigns, and
public awareness programs to educate consumers about misleading food
advertisements and nutrition labels (Gupta et al., 2020).

¢ Label Reading Awareness — Many consumers do not understand nutrition labels and
ingredient lists. Awareness programs should educate people on how to check sugar,
fat, and sodium content before buying packaged foods.

Community-Based Programs — Local community centres and NGOs can organize
awareness drives in rural areas and among low-income people where misleading
advertisements have a stronger impact.

X/
°e

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), media, and health advocacy groups play a
crucial role in spreading awareness and challenging misleading food advertisements.

NGOs and Consumer Rights Organizations — Several NGOs in India work to protect
consumer rights and promote healthy eating. Organizations like Consumer Voice and CUTS
International conduct campaigns to expose misleading food advertisements and educate people
about nutrition and food safety (Patel & Rao, 2021).

Media as an Awareness Tool — Television, newspapers, and social media platforms can
help spread accurate information about food products. News channels and online platforms
should highlight cases of false advertising and misleading health claims.

Health Advocacy Groups — Medical associations and health experts can guide consumers
by publishing research, conducting awareness programs, and advising policymakers. These
groups can also work with regulatory bodies like FSSAI and ASCI to ensure stricter monitoring
of food advertisements.

Social Media Influencers and Educators — Many influencers and health professionals use
social media to educate consumers about nutrition and food advertising tricks. Promoting fact-
based nutrition education on digital platforms can help counteract misleading advertisements.

Policy Recommendations for Improving Food Advertising Regulations

Regulatory authorities like the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI)
and the Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) have introduced rules to control
misleading food advertisements. However, stronger enforcement and stricter policies are
needed to prevent deceptive marketing practices. Some key policy recommendations include:

V' Stricter Penalties for Misleading Advertisements — Companies that use false health
claims or misleading labels should face heavier fines and legal action. Repeat
offenders should be banned from advertising certain products (Chopra & Nair, 2022).
Mandatory Scientific Verification of Health Claims — Food brands should be required
to submit scientific evidence before making health-related claims in advertisements.
This will prevent companies from misleading consumers with vague or false
statements.

<
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v" Clear Labelling Regulations — Packaged foods should have easy-to-understand labels
that clearly mention sugar, fat, and sodium content. Labels should also highlight
potential health risks associated with overconsumption.

v’ Restrictions on Advertising targeting Children — Many unhealthy snacks and sugary
drinks are marketed to children using cartoons and celebrities. The government
should introduce stricter rules on food advertising aimed at children in sync with
policies followed in other countries.

v' Digital Advertising Regulations — Many misleading advertisements appear on social
media and online platforms, where regulations are harder to enforce. The government
should introduce special guidelines for digital food advertisements to prevent
deceptive marketing on the internet.

v Public Reporting System for Misleading Ads — Consumers should be able to report
misleading food advertisements through a government portal or helpline. This will
help regulatory bodies identify and take action against false claims.

Despite the importance of consumer education and stricter regulations, several aspects
still remain as challenges for implementing positive measures in protecting consumers from
the menace of misleading advertisements. The major challenges identified as part of the
research are as follows:

a) Lack of Awareness — Many consumers do not pay attention to food labels or
misleading claims, making it difficult to change behaviour.

b) Influence of Large Food Corporations — Many multinational food companies have
strong marketing power, making it difficult to regulate their advertising strategies.

c) Weak Enforcement — Existing regulations are not strictly enforced, allowing
companies to continue using misleading marketing tactics.

d) Rise of Digital Advertising — Social media platforms make regulating misleading
food advertisements more complicated, as many promotions are not directly
monitored by the authorities (Singh et al., 2020).

Misleading food advertisements have a significant impact on consumer health and food
choices in India. To counteract these effects, consumer education, awareness programs, and
stricter regulations are necessary. NGOs, media, and health advocacy groups play a key role in
spreading awareness and exposing deceptive marketing tactics. The government must
introduce stronger laws, stricter penalties, and improved labelling regulations to ensure
transparency in food advertising. By combining public awareness efforts with policy changes,
India can reduce the harmful effects of misleading food advertisements and promote healthier
eating habits.

Conclusion

Misleading food advertisements have a significant impact on consumer choices, public
health, and dietary habits in India. Many food companies use false health claims, attractive
visuals, and celebrity endorsements to promote processed and packaged foods. As a result,
consumers, especially children, rural populations, and other vulnerable categories like low-
income groups, are influenced by these advertisements and make unhealthy food choices. This

has contributed to the rise of obesity, diabetes, and malnutrition in the country.
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This research highlighted several key issues related to misleading food advertisements in
India:

1. The Rise of Misleading Food Advertisements — Many food companies use vague or
exaggerated health claims to market their products. Terms like “low-fat,” “sugar-free,”
and “boosts immunity” are often misleading, making consumers believe that processed
foods are healthier than they actually are.

2. Impact on Public Health — Misleading food advertisements contribute to rising obesity,
diabetes, and malnutrition. Many consumers trust advertisements without checking
ingredient lists or nutrition labels leading to poor dietary choices.

3. Vulnerable Populations — Children, rural consumers, and low-income groups are the
most affected by misleading food marketing. Many parents buy processed snacks and
sugary drinks for their children because they believe the health claims shown in
advertisements to be true.

4. Regulatory and Ethical Challenges — Regulatory bodies like FSSAI and ASCI have
introduced rules to control false advertising, but flawed or weak enforcement and lack
of substantial penalties allow companies to continue misleading consumers. Ethical
responsibility is also a concern, as many food brands prioritize profits over consumer
health.

5. Consumer Awareness and Media Literacy — Many consumers do not verify food labels
or understand how advertisements influence their choices. Consumer education
programs, media literacy initiatives, and awareness campaigns are necessary to help
people make better food decisions.

6. Policy Recommendations — Stricter regulations, stronger penalties for misleading
advertisements, clear food labelling rules, and restrictions on junk food marketing that
targets vulnerable groups like children can help reduce the impact of misleading food
advertisements.

To protect consumers from misleading food advertisements, a combined effort from the
government, regulatory bodies, NGOs, media, and health advocacy groups is required. FSSAI
and ASCI must ensure strict enforcement of advertising regulations. Food companies must be
held accountable for false claims, and celebrities should avoid endorsing unhealthy products.
Consumer education programs should be expanded to teach people how to read food labels and
recognize misleading marketing tactics.

The government should also introduce stronger regulations for digital food
advertisements, as many misleading promotions now appear on social media and online
platforms. Schools should include nutrition education and media literacy in their curriculum to
help children develop healthy eating habits from an early age.

Misleading food advertisements are a serious public health issue in India. While food
marketing is essential for business, it should not come at the cost of consumer health and safety.
By strengthening regulations, increasing public awareness, and promoting ethical advertising,
India can reduce the negative impact of misleading food advertisements. A well-informed
consumer base will lead to healthier food choices, improved public health, and greater
accountability from food companies.
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