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Fast-food companies’ racial justice statements
and targeted marketing practices

Summary

Sally Mancini, MPH
Inequities in the U.S. food system leads to disproportionately high rates of diet-related diseases
and premature death in communities of color.' One of those inequities, fast-food restaurant
Jennifer Harris, PhD, MBA marketing that targets Black and Latinx youth, exacerbates diet-related health disparities.

Melissa McCann, MPH

Fast-food marketing is a powerful commercial determinant of health, defined as “strategies and
approaches used by the private sector to promote products and choices that are detrimental to
health.”? Targeting youth of color with high-calorie nutritionally poor products may contribute
to fast-food restaurants’ financial success, but it may come at the expense of contributing to
equitable health outcomes. Yet alongside their extensive targeted marketing of unhealthy foods,
many fast-food restaurants publicly have announced support for communities of color or specific
actions to increase racial justice and equity.

This brief examines the nature and type of fast-food restaurants’ public
racial justice statements made in spring/summer 2020. It also discusses
implications for public health advocacy to address the commercial
determinants of health, including the negative impact of fast-food
marketing on Black and Latinx youths’ diets and health.

Background

The Rudd Center’s Fast Food FACTS 2021 report documented fast-food restaurant marketing
targeted to Black and Latinx youth in 2019 and found extensive cause for public health concern.
As in previous years, the vast majority of fast-food ads viewed by Black and Hispanic children and
teens promoted regular high-calorie menu items or the restaurant brand. Black youth viewed
approximately 75% more fast-food TV ads than their White peers in 2019, an increase compared
to 60% more ads viewed by Black youth in 2012. Additional evidence of targeted marketing by
fast-food restaurants included $318 million spent to advertise on Spanish-language TV, a 33%
increase from 2012, and the $99 million spent on Black-targeted TV advertising. Restaurants also
spent a higher proportion of their Spanish-language and Black-targeted TV advertising on low-
priced value menu items and high-calorie meal bundle deals, compared to their total advertising.
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Restaurants have promised to introduce healthier menu items and market responsibly to
children, but advertising for healthier items represented 1% or less of their advertising
budgets.

These increases in fast-food advertising targeting Hispanic and Black youth that almost
exclusively promotes high-calorie nutrient-poor menu items raise additional concerns about the
impact on health disparities. Black and Hispanic youth face greater risks for obesity and other
diet-related diseases.

Methods

In March 2021, Rudd Center researchers collected racial justice statements made between May
30-July 16, 2020 by the top 27 U.S. fast-food restaurant advertisers, which includes 20 parent
companies and 27 restaurants.* These statements were made in response to the killings of
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery. First, we reviewed parent company and/or
restaurant websites for racial justice statements on the main page, in press releases, or within
letters from the Chief Executive Officer. If a statement was not found on the company or
restaurant website, we conducted an internet search to determine if a statement was provided
elsewhere, such as on LinkedIn or a news agency site. In addition, we examined each company’s
and restaurant’s Twitter feeds for racial justice statements made during this same time period.

The collected statements were catagorized as either general statements, declarations of support
for the Black community and/or denouncing racism, or commitment-to-action statements. The
commitment-to-action statements were further categorized into internally and externally focused
pledges. Internally focused pledges addressed racial justice and inequities within the company,
including increasing diversity in employee and supplier representation, conducting employee
trainings and conversations, and enhancing diversity and inclusion in hiring practices. Externally
focused pledges included donations to social justice organizations, partnerships with Black
communities and businesses, provision of community resources and educational materials, and
efforts to amplify diverse representation in restaurant and/or company marketing. Of note, this

research did not investigate the current status or fulfillment of these racial justice statements.
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Results

Of the 27 U.S. fast-food restaurants analyzed, 25 issued racial justice statements during May
30-July 16, 2020. Only Zaxby's and CiCi’s Pizza did not make a statement during this time. The
restaurants varied on the communication platform used to issue the statement. Some only used
the company/restaurant website or Twitter, while others used both. Of the 25 restaurants that
issued statements, nine were general statements and 16 were commitment-to-action
statements. The 16 restaurants with commitment-to-action statements all made externally
focused pledges, while nine also made internally focused pledges (see appendix A).

The nine restaurants with internally focused pledges all committed to increase diversity,
equity, or inclusion in employee hiring or trainings (see appendix B). For example, KFC, Dairy
Queen, Starbucks, and Restaurant Brands International (Burger King and Popeyes) declared
company actions to increase diverse representation among employees and suppliers.>® Pizza
Hut, Panera Bread, and KFC promised to hire a lead employee to ensure diversity efforts were
occurring within the company.>® '® Employee trainings and conversations, such as unconscious
bias and diversity engagement exercises for all employees, were noted by McDonald’s, KFC, Taco
Bell, Pizza Hut, Dairy Queen, Restaurant Brands International, and Starbucks.> 7% 1113

Of the 16 restaurants that made externally focused pledges, 12 committed financial
donations to social justice organizations such as the National Urban League, NAACP, and Black-
led or Black-supportive nonprofits (see appendix B). For example, McDonald’s pledged $1 million
to the National Urban League and NAACP;'" Wendy’s committed $500k to support social justice,
youth, and education in Black communities;'* and Chipotle pledged $1 million to fight systemic
racism.'> Other external pledges included partnerships with Black communities and businesses,
such as McDonald’s partnership with iHeartMedia’s “Black Information Network” to support
Black voices.”®In an externally directed effort to support community resources and provide
educational materials, Pizza Hut stated they would expand their BOOK IT! Program with First
Book to increase access to diverse and inclusive children’s books.?

Four of the externally focused pledges committed to diversify representation in brand
marketing and advertising (see appendix B). Subway promised to “[amplify] diverse voices and
talent through our marketing campaigns.”'” Restaurant Brands International (Burger King and
Popeyes) planned to use their “advertising influence to reflect an accurate representation of
gender, race, ethnicity and sexuality in our marketing and advertising...”” Similarly, KFC, a Yum!
Brands restaurant, stated plans to evaluate “policies and brand communications to make sure
they represent KFC’s values and the customers we serve.”¥ These statements indicate restaurants’
intention to increase the prevalence of Black individuals and other people of color in advertising
campaigns as a way to represent the Black community. While this is a laudable goal, it may be
used to increase the appeal of unhealthy products to youth of color.

Notably, none of the racial justice statements or pledges identified addressed
the common practice of extensive targeted marketing of unhealthy products
to Black communities.
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“Advertising patterns imply that
food companies view Black
consumers as interested in
candy, sugary drinks, fast food,
and snacks with a lot of salt, fat,
or sugar, but not in healthier

foods.”??

Shiriki Kumanyika, PhD, MPH

Dornsife School of Public Health,
Drexel University

Founding Chair, Council on Black
Health
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Implications and Recommentations

The murders of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor and George Floyd in the spring of 2020
prompted many fast-food restaurants and/or companies to publicly state their solidarity with the
Black community and support for the racial justice movement in the United States.'® Most fast-
food restaurants in this analysis made statements supporting racial justice initiatives including
increased dialogue on racial discrimination. Some went further and pledged financial donations
to racial justice and civil rights organizations, funding for equity, diversity, and inclusion
initiatives, and changes to internal practices to root out discrimination, hate, and intolerance.

A few restaurants promised to increase diverse representation in advertising. However, not
one statement addressed companies’ core business models, or the commercial determinants
of health, that push primarily unhealthy, low-cost food and beverages to increase profits. This
disproportionate marketing of high-calorie unhealthy products targeted to Black and Brown
communities fuels health inequities.

Public health advocates call for “a deeper interrogation of how their [i.e., food and beverage
companies and brands’] business models may inadvertently be fueling racial inequities that

lead to adverse health outcomes in communities of color.” ' Moreover, according to Dr. Marion
Nestle, author of the Food Politics blog, “If COVID-19 teaches us anything, it's that this kind

of marketing has to be stopped.” The continued disproportionate, negative impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic on Black, Indigenous, and all People of Color in the United States highlights
how public policies and corporate practices that push high-calorie options and limit access to
affordable, culturally acceptable, healthy food are significant barriers to improved public health
and health equity.?!

Public health advocates and youth-led initiatives can address the commercial determinants of
health by increasing public awareness of the vast amounts of fast-food marketing that primarily
promotes unhealthy products and disproportionately targets communities of color. Advocates
can also engage in countermarketing campaigns to expose industry marketing practices and
call on fast-food companies to address their underlying discriminatory and harmful targeted
marketing practices.

This brief was funded by a grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. The views
expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the views of the Foundation.
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