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Foreword
Despite the advertising industry’s increasingly desperate efforts to distract us
from the reality behind their shiny slogans, more and more of us are waking up to
the colossal damage being done by the cult of consumerism. We are realising
that far from being a benign or even neutral presence in our lives, big brand
advertising has profound and far-reaching consequences for our individual,
collective and planetary health.
Advertising claims to help us to make choices. But in truth it does the opposite of
that, using highly sophisticated techniques to manipulate us into buying more
and more stuff. We’re all affected by advertising, whether we like it or not. By
accepting this we can start to find ways to address the hold that advertising has
over us, and steer ourselves onto a better path.
At What Cost? will prove to be an essential companion on this path. Elizabeth
Harrop’s thoroughly researched and meticulously referenced guide tackles the
big problems with advertising in a new and bold way, using the framework of
international human rights law. Harrop brings together evidence on the multiple
rights violations perpetrated by advertising and associated excessive
consumption, and shows why we should all be paying much more attention to
the pervasiveness of advertising in our lives.
What happens when advertisers install a billboard poster idolising a skinny waist
and perfect skin in order to sell clothes made in sweatshops for poverty wages?
For the sake of short-term profit, they are violating not only the rights of the girls
whose mental health suffers as they feel pressured into conforming to this
impossible ideal of beauty, but also the rights of the women whose labour is
exploited to produce these clothes, and our right to a sustainable environment
which is being ravaged by our addiction to shopping, fuelled by the rapacious
advertising industry.
The power of advertising reveals the absurd logic of our times: the rights of
corporations have been elevated to such a degree that they trump the rights of
the human beings they are here to serve. But Harrop shows that we are not
powerless – far from it. We have a whole raft of instruments at our disposal. In
detailing the treaties and government commitments which exist to protect us,
Harrop shows how we can challenge advertising and its threats to human and
environmental well-being and prosperity. Packed with resources and signposts,
this guide is an invaluable resource for campaigners and policymakers to have at
their side when facing the huge and linked challenges of corporate power,
human rights and environmental justice.
There is a growing movement in the UK to question the dominance of corporate
advertising in our cities and to collectively imagine alternatives which celebrate
communities, local economies, creativity, well-being and a healthier environment
for all. Please take a look at the many inspiring examples Harrop has collected of
those who are taking action. We’d love to hear from you if you feel inspired to take
action, too.
Nicola Round, Adfree Cities, June 2021
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Introduction
“77% of brands could disappear
and no one would care”
Havas' Meaningful Brands 20191

Advertisers drive us to buy, buy, buy; often bypassing rational decision-making and
reinforcing the over-production and over-consumption of a glut of
stuff-we-don’t-need. Is a choice of 341 different pairs of black women’s boots really
necessary? That is how many are in stock in just one online shop in one country –
John Lewis2, one of the “most progressive shops on the high street”3. How many, if
you count the thousands of other retailers globally?
Where is the perspective? We hope this report will help to create some.
This extensive literature review summarises the multitude of ways in which
advertising promotes excessive and unhealthy consumption, indirectly causes
climate and ecological degradation4, and directly and indirectly impacts human
rights (Figure 1 and Table 1 below). The report also highlights a currently missed
opportunity – using the international human rights framework to advocate against
advertising and consumerism.
The report is aimed at a broad audience of stakeholders concerned with
consumerism, climate change and the spiritual and moral wasteland that Western
industrialised societies find themselves in. These include:
●
●
●
●
●

1

Campaigning non-governmental organisations (NGOs), grassroots and
community organisations;
Local and national government;
The advertising and marketing industries;
The broader business sector and industries profiled in this report;
Academia;

Marketing Dive, Consumers see 77% of brands as not meaningful, report says, February 2019
www.marketingdive.com/news/consumers-see-77-of-brands-as-not-meaningful-report-says/548956/
2
John Lewis www.johnlewis.com/browse/women/womens-boots/black/_ /N-7oo3Z1z141fu search
accessed 17 May 2021.
3
Ethical Consumer, John Lewis plc www.ethicalconsumer.org/company-profile/john-lewis-plc
4
See also Badvertising, Advertising’s role in climate and ecological destruction, What does the scientific
research have to say?, November 2020 www.badverts.org/reports-and-publications
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●

Other individuals or groups affected by the human rights violations and
environmental degradations detailed in the report, and who want to take
informed action.

Rather than reading the report in its entirety, it is suggested that these
stakeholders select relevant sections which they can draw from in their advocacy
and policy making.
The report is structured as follows.
The report begins below with an executive summary, and then sets the scene
with:
Section 1:
Section 2:
Section 3:

Context around the advertising industry including trends in
consumer mistrust and advertising’s role in promoting excessive
consumption.
An overview of United Nations (UN) Human Rights Treaties which
inform international human rights law, and how they can be
leveraged.
An overview of other relevant principles and standards such as on
human rights and business, the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), and advertising industry standards.

The report then goes on to explore human rights in detail through four
thematic sections:
Section 4:
Section 5:
Section 6:
Section 7:

The right to a sustainable environment including a short summary
of commitments on climate change, and some further context on
climate change as we build up to COP 26 in November 2021.
Cultural rights and how advertising and its impacts (direct and
indirect) compromise them, e.g., public spaces and the rights of
indigenous peoples.
The rights of the child including issues of sexualisation, high fat, salt
or sugar (HFSS) foods and obesity, and the impacts of digital media.
Marketing and gender, minority groups, and mental health as it
relates to the general population.

The report is summarised by:
Section 8:
Section 9:
Section 10:

Industry examples of human rights and environmental violations
from fast fashion, the auto industry and the food sector.
Signs of progress in challenging toxic consumer and advertising
norms.
Conclusions and recommendations.

The annexes provide additional information:
Annex 1:
Annex 2:
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Gives examples from political party manifestos which are either
directly – or indirectly – related to limiting harms from advertising
and marketing.
Summarises SDG goals and targets which can be leveraged to limit
harms from advertising and marketing.

Executive Summary
“You forced your civilisation upon us
and now look where we are: global
pandemic, climate crisis, species
extinction and, driving it all,
widespread spiritual poverty.”
Nemonte Nenquimo, cofounder of the
Indigenous-led non-profit organisation Ceibo Alliance, Ecuador 5

In 2020, advertisers globally were on course (despite a downward trend due
to COVID-19) to spend $557.3 billion, largely promoting consumption6. To put
this into context, this is 14 times the $40 billion needed in 2020 to support
record levels of global humanitarian assistance7.
Advertising is not just in our pockets via a mobile phone and in our homes in
magazines and on screens. It is pervasive in our communities through grotesquely
enlarged Costa coffee cups outside village shops, and through billboards that
crowd out trees and gardens in our field of vision, that use over four times the
electricity required to run four households8. These deny communities the right to
create pleasant, inclusive outdoor spaces and to be considered citizens, not
consumers. Advertising is the mantra puncturing our day by latching onto our
psychological deficits to say that “if only we had product x” then everything would
be OK.

5

Guardian, Nemonte Nenquimo, Opinion, This is my message to the western world – your civilisation is
killing life on Earth, 12 Oct 2020
https://amp.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/oct/12/western-worldyour-civilisation-killing-life-on-e
arth-indigenous-amazon-planet
6
Mobile Marketing, COVID-19 hit the global ad market for more than $63bn in 2020, 30 November 2020
https://mobilemarketingmagazine.com/global-ad-market-2020-covid-19-coronavirus-warc
7
At the beginning of 2020, global humanitarian requirements were already close to $30 billion, with 168
million people in need of humanitarian assistance; this rose to a record $40 billion due to COVID-19.
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Global Humanitarian
Response Plan COVID-19, United Nations Coordinated Appeal April – December 2020
www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/GHRP-COVID19_July_update.pdf
8
A double-sided digital bus stop advert screen uses more electricity for a full year than 4 homes
(average domestic electricity consumption in the UK). Adblock Bristol, The electricity cost of digital
adverts, 28 November 2019 http://adblockbristol.org.uk/2019/11/the-electricity-cost-of-digital-adverts/
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The irony is that it is unbridled consumer culture – driven by the advertising
industry and its increasingly sophisticated and unethical targeting mechanisms –
that will guarantee that nothing will ever be OK again. The haemorrhaging of
waste, the depletion of nature’s resources, the violation of the rights of humans
and animals, as the world seeks to satiate itself through faster, cheaper and lower
quality disposable products: that is our world.

Mass media, mass consumption, mass misery
Our current lifestyles are not only unsustainable, they do not even make us happy.
Criticisms of mass media and its ability to maintain inequity and to numb social
change are well embedded in philosophy. In the 1940s, Theodore Adorno proposed
that ‘the culture industry’ of mass consumerism and entertainment, is in fact a
source of domination within complex, capitalist societies. According to Adorno, the
very areas of life within which many people believe they are genuinely free – e.g.,
the use of leisure time – actually perpetuate domination by denying real choice
and freedom and obstructing the development of a critical consciousness9.
This proposition is endorsed today by the UN Special Rapporteur on Cultural
Rights who observes that the dominance of specific narratives and world views –
promoted through commercial advertising and marketing in public spaces, the
family and private spheres – combined with an increased deployment of
techniques that may influence people at a subconscious level, are challenges to
the rights to freedom of thought, opinion and, more widely, cultural freedom10.
Advertising invites us to solve non-financial problems financially. For example,
diamonds became the symbol of wealth, power, and romance as a result of a
marketing strategy executed for De Beers by an ad agency in the early 1900s11.
However, research shows that marriage duration is actually inversely associated
with spending on the engagement ring and wedding ceremony. So, in other
words, the more you spend, the more likely you are to divorce12.
There is also a significant negative relationship between a country’s advertising
spend and its citizens’ happiness. When advertisers pour money into a country, the
result is diminished well-being for the people living there13. The more people ingest
advertising, the higher their levels of materialism14. Yet ironically, when materialistic
9

Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 1944
https://monoskop.org/images/2/27/Horkheimer_Max_Adorno_Theodor_W_Dialectic_of_Enlightenment_
Philosophical_Fragments.pdf and IEP, Theodor Adorno (1903—1969) https://iep.utm.edu/adorno/
10
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights on the impact of
commercial advertising and marketing on the enjoyment of cultural rights, A/69/286, 8 August 2014
https://undocs.org/en/A/69/286
11
Lindsay Kolowich Cox, The Engagement Ring Story: How De Beers Created a Multi-Billion Dollar
Industry From the Ground Up
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/diamond-de-beers-marketing-campaign
12
Francis-Tan, Andrew and Mialon, Hugo M., ‘A Diamond is Forever’ and Other Fairy Tales: The
Relationship between Wedding Expenses and Marriage Duration (September 15, 2014). Available at
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2501480 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2501480
13
Harvard Business Review, Advertising Makes Us Unhappy, January–February 2020 Issue
https://hbr.org/2020/01/advertising-makes-us-unhappy
14
Financial Wellbeing Podcast, Episode 42 – Hyper Capitalism with Professor Tim Kasser, 2018
www.financialwell-being.co.uk/2018/10/21/episode-42-hyper-capitalism-with-professor-tim-kasser/
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values increase, work centrality declines, creating a discrepancy between the
desire for material rewards and the willingness to do the work usually required to
earn them15.
Multiple studies have shown that the more that people prioritise materialistic
values, the less happy they are, the less satisfied they are with their lives, the less
vital and energetic they feel, the more depressed and anxious they are, and the
more likely they are to engage in substances use16. This connection is especially
pertinent for children, such that media exposure leads to increased materialism in
children which in turn leads to lower levels of well-being. As Professor Tim Kasser
says: “If what we care about is children’s well-being then we should end advertising
to children”17.
In three decades, the average age for the first onset of depression has reduced
from 30 to 14 years. Culturally generated demoralisation is seemingly inevitable for
today’s consumer, who is unable to locate meaning, purpose or sources of need
fulfilment18. The solution we are given is more consumption – including of
antidepressants. Added to that, a child’s excessive focus on consumerism may lead
to poor financial habits at an early age that can be difficult to change as an adult19.
The consumer values of our Western world (which we are eagerly importing to
“less developed”20 countries in the name of progress) have left us in a never-ending
cycle of gorging on consumer goods, to fill a spiritual void which is ever-hungry.

15

Jean M. Twenge, Tim Kasser, Generational Changes in Materialism and Work Centrality, 1976-2007:
Associations With Temporal Changes in Societal Insecurity and Materialistic Role Modeling,
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Volume 39 Issue 7, July 2013
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213484586
16
Professor Tim Kasser in Behavioiural Scientist, Materially False: Q&A with Tim Kasser about the Pursuit
of the Good through Goods, 2014
https://behavioralscientist.org/materially-false-qa-tim-kasser-pursuit-good-goods/
17
Financial Wellbeing Podcast, Episode 42 – Hyper Capitalism with Professor Tim Kasser, 2018
18
New Internationalist, The Demoralized Mind, 2016
https://newint.org/columns/essays/2016/04/01/psycho-spiritual-crisis
19
UNICEF, Children are Everyone’s Business: Workbook 2.0 A guide for integrating children’s rights into
policies, impact assessments and sustainability reporting, 2014
www.unicef.org/csr/css/Workbook_2.0_Second_Edition_29092014_LR.pdf
20
Decolonizing international development challenges the use of such terms. See for example ODI Bites:
decolonizing international development, 15 October 2020
www.odi.org/events/17431-odi-bites-decolonising-international-development
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International law and the multiple human rights
and environmental implications of advertising and
consumerism
Human rights and the environment are negatively impacted by advertising
and consumerism in multiple direct and indirect ways (Figure 1). Furthermore,
environmental impacts are closely linked to human rights impacts, and these
are further explored in Table 1 below.
Figure 1: The direct and indirect impacts of advertising on human rights and the
environment.

Multiple articles in human rights treaties provide protection to children and adults
against the harms from advertising. These can be leveraged to advocate against
unethical advertising and consumerism (Table 1).
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Table 1: International human rights treaty articles and examples of rights violated
by advertising and consumerism.
Right and relevant
international human
rights treaties
1.

Freedom of information
and expression

Examples of how advertising, advertising’s promotion of
unhealthy products, and consumerism deny this right
●
●

Freedom of expression
African Charter on the
Rights and Welfare of the
Child (ACRWC) Article 7;
UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC)
Article 12 and 13;
International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) Article 19

2.

Freedom of information
CRC Article 13 and Article
17 (access to information
and material from a
diversity of national and
international sources;
protection of the child
from information and
material injurious to his or
her well-being); ICCPR
Article 19
Freedom of thought,
conscience and religion
ACRWC Article 9; CRC
Article 14; ICCPR Articles 18
and 19

3.

Freedom from
discrimination
ACRWC Article 3; CRC
Article 2; Convention on

21

●

●

●

●

Misleading advertising undermines freedom of
information21.
Dominance of specific narratives and world views
promoted through commercial advertising and
marketing in public spaces, the family and private
spheres22.
Younger children lack the critical awareness to evaluate
advertising messages, and accept them as truthful,
accurate and unbiased, which can distort their view of
the world23.

Increased deployment of techniques that may influence
people at a subconscious level, which raises particular
concerns in terms of the rights to freedom of thought,
opinion and, more widely, cultural freedom24.
Techniques, such as extreme repetition of the same
commercial message on multiple media, also raise
concerns regarding the right to freedom of thought and
opinion25.
Billboards advertising unhealthy food are concentrated
in poorer areas and areas with a higher proportion of
overweight children26, and the higher the percentage of
outdoor advertisements promoting high fat, salt or
sugar (HFSS) foods, the greater the likelihood of obesity

UK CAP Code 3: Misleading Advertising www.asa.org.uk/type/non_broadcast/code_section/03.html
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights A/69/286 op. cit.
23
UNICEF, Children are Everyone’s Business: Workbook 2.0 op.cit.
24
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights A/69/286 op. cit.
25
Ibid
26
Study in Liverpool, UK, New Scientist, Ads for junk food in the UK seem to be concentrated in poorer
areas, 22 July 2020
www.newscientist.com/article/2249417-ads-for-junk-food-in-the-uk-seem-to-be-concentrated-in-poorer
-areas/
22
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the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW)
– multiple articles embody
this; ICCPR Article 26;
International Covenant on
Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR)
Article 3
4.

5.

Elimination of prejudices
and practices based on
stereotyped roles for men
and women
CEDAW Articles 5 and 10
Best Interests of the Child

●

●

●

Reinforcing of negative gender stereotypes by
advertising31.

●

Under this right, States Parties undertake to ensure the
child such protection and care as is necessary for their
well-being. There are multiple instances where the
impact of advertising and consumerism mean this is
clearly not the case, such as with marketing of HFSS.

●

Marketing to children that is not carefully deliberated
can normalise violence, sexualised behaviour or
unrealistic body-image ideals32 which are a causal risk
factor for the onset of eating disorders33.
Health effects of HFSS foods: Childhood obesity is
associated with a higher chance of premature death and
disability in adulthood34.
Deaths from alcohol consumption (3 million per annum
globally)35.
Effects of air pollution from industrial processes and
vehicles including as cause of death36.

ACRWC Article 4; CRC
Article 3

6.

Right to life, survival and
development
The right to health
ACRWC Article 14; CEDAW
Article 12; CRC Article 24,
ICESCR Article 12

●

●
The right to life
ACRWC Article 5; CRC
Article 6, ICCPR Article 6

27

in the area27. Children in the most deprived areas of the
UK are approximately twice as likely to be obese28.
Air pollution contributes to widening health inequalities
as levels of emissions are higher on roads with the
heaviest traffic which are used more by disadvantaged
people as places where they live, work and shop29.
People who are socially, economically, culturally,
politically, institutionally or otherwise marginalised are
especially vulnerable to climate change30.

●

Sustain: The alliance for better food and farming, Taking down junk food ads, How local areas are
taking action on outdoor advertising, April 2019
www.sustainweb.org/publications/taking_down_ junk_food_ads/
28
Ibid
29
Mayor of London and Transport for London, Residential Car Parking Part of the London Plan evidence
base, December 2017
www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/london_plan_evidence_base_-_residential_car_parking.pdf
30
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report (2 November
2014), www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full.pdf
31
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Concluding observations on the
seventh periodic report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 30 July 2013
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW%2fC%2f
GBR%2fCO%2f7&Lang=en
32
UNICEF, Children are Everyone’s Business: Workbook 2.0 op.cit.
33
Thompson, J. K., & Stice, E, (2001) Thin-ideal internalization: Mounting evidence for a new risk factor for
body-image disturbance and eating pathology. Current Directions in Psychological Science
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.471.271&rep=rep1&type=pdf
34
WHO, Why does childhood overweight and obesity matter?
www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/childhood_consequences/en/
35
WHO, Alcohol 2018 www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/alcohol
36
New Scientist, Landmark ruling says air pollution contributed to death of 9-year-old, 16 December
2020
www.newscientist.com/article/2263165-landmark-ruling-says-air-pollution-contributed-to-death-of-9-ye
ar-old/
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7.

Right to engage in play
and recreational activities
appropriate to the age of
the child

●

Climate change is known to trigger or exacerbate armed
conflict37.

●

Parents are pressured to purchase a growing number of
products which may be harmful to their children’s
development38.
The commercialisation of toys and games to children,
including through children’s television programmes and
directly related advertisements, are of concern,
especially those promoting violence, girls or boys in a
sexual way and which reinforce gender and disability
stereotypes39.

●

ACRWC Article 12; CRC
Article 31

8.

Right to be free from
violence and abuse,
including sexual abuse
and exploitation
ACRWC Article 16 and 27;
CEDAW Article 6; CRC
Article 19 and 34

●
●

●
●

●

37

Link between alcohol consumption and intimate partner
violence40.
The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women explicitly links gender stereotypes of
women in advertising and gender-based violence
(GBV)41.
Sexualised images of children in advertising fosters an
enabling environment for child sexual exploitation42.
Prevailing standards and peer pressure have led
adolescents to share sexualised images of themselves,
making them vulnerable to abuse and potentially
redefining the social limits around the unacceptability of
child sexual abuse imagery 43 44.
Toxic masculinities can lead to unequitable, risky and
abusive behaviour45.

Nhial Tiitmamer, Resolving climate change-induced migration and conflict in South Sudan, Africa
Portal, 24 May 2020
www.africaportal.org/features/resolving-climate-change-induced-migration-and-conflict-south-sudan/
38
Committee on the Rights of the Child, General comment No. 17 (2013) on the right of the child to rest,
leisure, play, recreational activities, cultural life and the arts (art. 31) https://undocs.org/CRC/C/GC/17
39
Ibid
40
WHO, Intimate partner violence and alcohol
www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/world_report/factsheets/fs_intimate.pdf
41
UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, General recommendation No.
35 on gender-based violence against women, updating general recommendation No. 19, 2017
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CEDAW/Shared%20Documents/1_Global/CEDAW_C_GC_35_8267_E.
pdf
42
Australia Senate Inquiry into The Sexualisation Of Children in The Contemporary Media Environment,
Submission from Victoria’s Child Safety Commissioner, 2008
www.ccyp.wa.gov.au/media/1893/submission_senateinquiry_media_sexn_of_kids.pdf and Harrop, E.,
Stepping up the fight against childhood sexualisation, Online Opinion 19 February 2010
www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?article=10064&page=0
43
Human Rights Council, report of UN Special Rapporteur on the sale of children, child prostitution and
child pornography, A/HRC/25/48, 23 December 2013
www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session25/Documents/A-HRC-25-48_en.doc
44
In this report we have used the term ‘child sexual abuse’ where previously the term ‘child
pornography’ may have been used, in line with a current move away from this term (see
https://www.iwf.org.uk/nosuchthing), unless used in the official title of a document
45
World Federation of Advertisers, A guide to progressive gender portrayals in advertising, 2018
https://www.annons.se/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/EN-WFA-Guide-to-Progressive-Gender-Portrayals-in
-Advertising-komprimerad.pdf and Working With Men, Future Men 2018 Survey, November 2018
https://futuremen.org/future-men-2018-survey/
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9.

Protection from slavery
and economic
exploitation including
child labour

●

ACRWC Articles 15 and 29;
CEDAW Article 6; CRC
Articles 32 and 35; ICCPR
ICCPR Article 8; ICESCR
Article 7; ILO Conventions
Child’s protection from
drug abuse

●

ACRWC Article 28; CRC
Article 33

●

11.

Right to privacy

●

12.

ICCPR Article 17
Cultural rights

Targeted online advertising; normalising privacy
breaches through pervasive tracking and data-mining51.

●

While most human rights are affected by climate
change, cultural rights are particularly drastically
affected, in that they risk being simply wiped out in
many cases. This reality has not been adequately
acknowledged in current climate change initiatives52.
Global advertising campaigns promoting one single
advertising message for all countries have a detrimental
impact on cultural diversity, including linguistic
diversity53.
The growing commercialisation and privatisation of
public spaces pose significant challenges to the
realisation of the right to participate in cultural life and
to the protection of public spaces reflecting cultural
diversity54.

10.

Relates to multiple rights
including e.g., freedom of
information and
expression, freedom of
thought, conscience and
religion. Plus:
Right to participate freely
in cultural life and the arts
- ACRWC Article 12;
CEDAW Article 13; CRC
Article 31; ICESCR Article 15
46

●

●

●

●

Our desire for fast fashion – which exploits cheap labour
and vulnerable workers – is fuelled by advertising, social
media and a supply of cheap garments46.
51 countries use child labour in at least one part of their
garment or jewellery supply chains47.
There are 1.5 million children in hazardous child labour in
cocoa production, an increase despite 20
years of promised corporate reforms48.

Materialism and teen peer pressure from group
standards are both linked to increased cigarette and
alcohol consumption49.
Youth exposure to alcohol advertising is associated with
the initiation of alcohol consumption by youth, the
amount of alcohol consumed per drinking occasion,
and/or adverse health consequences50.

Environmental Audit Committee, Fixing fashion: clothing consumption and sustainability, Sixteenth
Report of Session 2017–19, UK Parliament, 19 February 2019
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvaud/1952/full-report.html
47
Common Objective, Child Labour in the Fashion Industry
www.commonobjective.co/article/child-labour-in-the-fashion-industry
48
Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, Africa: Child labour remains a major concern in the
chocolate industry 20 years after promises were made, 3 Dec 2020
www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/africa-child-labour-remains-a-major-concern-in-the-ch
ocolate-industry-20-years-after-promises-were-made/
49
Professor Tim Kasser in Behavioiural Scientist, Materially False: Q&A with Tim Kasser about the Pursuit
of the Good through Goods, 2014 and UNICEF, Children are Everyone’s Business: Workbook 2.0 op.cit.
50
The Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, Center on Alcohol Marketing
and Youth, Alcohol Advertising Compliance on Cable Television, July–December (Q3-Q4), 2018 , July 2019
https://wwwapp.bumc.bu.edu/BEDAC_Camy/_docs/resources/reports/alcohol-advertising-monitoring/C
AMY_CableTV_2018_Q3-Q4_3.pdf
51
Guardian, Targeted ads are one of the world's most destructive trends. Here's why, 5 November 2019
www.theguardian.com/world/2019/nov/05/targeted-ads-fake-news-clickbait-surveillance-capitalism-dat
a-mining-democracy
52
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights on climate
change, culture and cultural rights, A/75/298, 10 August 2020
www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/CulturalRights/Pages/ClimateChange.aspx
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●

Advertising can weaken children’s participation in the
traditional cultural and artistic life of their community55.

Right to a sustainable
environment

●

Relates to multiple rights
including the right to
health.

●

Advertising contributes to the social modelling of
extrinsic values, and eroding motivation to help address
environmental and social problems56.
Advertising drives increased consumption, and therefore
increases a society’s aggregate environmental
footprint57.
Advertising ultimately impacts the severity of climate
change.

CRC Article 30 and ICCPR
Article 27 on the right to
culture for ethnic, religious
or linguistic minorities or
persons of indigenous
origin.
13.

●
Plus: CRC Article 29: the
education of the child shall
be directed to … the
development of respect for
the natural environment.

In such a context, the advertising and marketing industries have a
responsibility to market ethical choices, or to withdraw from marketing
unethical goods, i.e., those which have potentially devastating implications
for human health as well as the environment and other rights. Meanwhile
governments have a responsibility to uphold their commitments to
international human rights law.
Stakeholders of all kinds are invited to draw on this rich report – from NGOs
concerned with the environment, community and social justice, to Government,
industry and marketeers – in order to help challenge the toxic conventions and
norms around consumerism, by pinning these to a human rights framework. Five
recommendations in Section 10 offer guidance on how to make change happen.
This way of living is destroying our world, is destroying us. The fight-back has been
long upon us, and continues with this new advocacy tool in its armoury.
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Public Interest Research Centre (PIRC), WWF-UK, Think of Me as Evil? Opening the Ethical Debates in
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1. The advertising industry
“There are studies showing when children
who are obese see fast food adverts, they
react to the logo … If we could show there
is a biological vulnerability, it is a
game-changer. You have a vulnerable
child and are exploiting that child for
commercial gain at the expense of the
child’s health.”
Jason Halford, professor of biological psychology and health behaviour
at the University of Liverpool58

1.1 Ad spend increases, trust declines
Various forms of advertising have been used for thousands of years – from
Egyptians using papyrus to advertise goods and services, to Romans advertising
their wares via mosaics and pictures. The earliest surviving printed ad in English
was published in 147759.
In 2020, the UK’s total advertising spend was around £21.5 billion, a loss of £3.6
billion compared to 2019 due to COVID-1960. In the US, advertisers are estimated to
have spent $239.3 billion in 202061.
These “stark” UK figures prompted the Advertising Association to call for a tax
incentive scheme for advertising and marketing services, with the aim of
58

Guardian, Food firms could face litigation over neuromarketing to hijack brains, May 2018
www.theguardian.com/society/2018/may/25/food-firms-may-face-litigation-over-neuromarketing-to-hija
ck-brains
59
Toronto Public Library, A Brief History of Advertising, 2011
https://torontopubliclibrary.typepad.com/business_personal_finance/2011/10/a-history-of-advertising.ht
ml
60
WARC, UK adspend forecast for slower 2021 recovery, 29 October 2020
www.warc.com/newsandopinion/news/uk-adspend-forecast-for-slower-2021-recovery/44285
61
Marketing Charts, US Online and Traditional Media Advertising Outlook, 2020-2024, 28 September
2020 www.marketingcharts.com/advertising-trends-114887
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stimulating investment in advertising as a stimulus for the wider economy62.
However, this two-dimensional analysis fails to factor in the benefits of a reduction
in advertising spend such as creating a dent in the promotion of excessive
consumption and the positive human rights and environmental impacts of that.
This requires challenging the notion that social well-being can only be assured
through economic growth63.
Public trust in advertising in the UK has fallen over the past few decades,
from around 50% favourable in the early 1990s to just 25% in 2018, as a result
of factors including bombardment and repetition64. Three in four people (74%)
(in a survey of eight national markets) now avoid advertising by e.g.,
changing media habits to see less advertising65. Globally, one in five people
(19%) say that if an advert is the only place they see something “I will never
believe it is true”66.
Regarding online advertising specifically, UK online advertising expenditure,
relative to the size of the economy, is now the highest in the world at 0.63% of gross
domestic product (GDP)67. However, consumer trust in online advertising is at an
all-time low, while ad blocking is growing 30% a year globally68.
Targeted online advertising is highly controversial, being linked to the rise in fake
news, fuelling surveillance capitalism (the commodity for sale is personal data) and
normalising privacy breaches through pervasive tracking and data-mining69. The
objective is largely to persuade us to buy yet more stuff-we-don’t-need which then
generates more personalised ads for more stuff-we-don’t-need. Surveillance
advertising makes children even more vulnerable to the power of advertising and
demonstrably affects social cohesion for both children and adults, helping to
enable disinformation, clickbait, discrimination, and bias.70
Google has been fined 100 million euros (£91 million) by the French data privacy
watchdog for breaking the country's rules on online advertising trackers (cookies),
including for failing to provide clear information about how the online trackers
would be used. US retail giant Amazon was also fined 35 million euros71.
62
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1.2 Unease with contemporary advertising
methodologies
Consumers are also concerned about how certain products and services are being
targeted at the vulnerable, such as those who are financially insecure, those with
addictions, children, and the elderly72.
While advertising benefits from the rights to freedom of information and
expression, it is also capable of undermining these rights. It is often claimed that
consumers relinquish their privacy and consent to becoming targets of
advertising, in particular digital advertising, to benefit from lower prices. The UN
Special Rapporteur on Cultural Rights notes, however, that in many cases
consumers and citizens are not fully aware that their privacy is being breached, to
what extent, and what this entails in terms of their freedom of thought and
opinion. The issue of consent therefore needs to be increasingly included in
discussions about the impact of advertising and marketing on human rights73.
Further, in the past advertising was mainly informative at the conscious level.
However, today much contemporary advertising focuses on the link between
emotional responses and decision-making, benefiting from advances in
behavioural sciences and playing on subconscious desires74. Emotions drive
consumer choices and are very important in the decision-making process75.
Many types of psychological appeals are exploited by the advertising and
marketing industry, such as fear appeal, sex appeal, or guilt by association76.
Concepts of urgency, the scarcity principle, and loss aversion are all routinely used
to sell products, because “when you can make someone feel the pain of not taking
action (with loss aversion), you can help them make a decision (to buy)”77.
Human psychology with its cognitive biases, is highly susceptible to distorted
thinking and to being irrational when assessing and purchasing consumer
products. In one study on the effect of background music on the taste of wine, the
wine was perceived as significantly more ‘zingy and refreshing’ when the ‘zingy
and refreshing’ music was played, the wine was perceived as significantly more
‘powerful and heavy’ when the ‘powerful and heavy’ music was played, and so on.
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This pattern of results is consistent with the results of previous research indicating
that auditory stimuli can influence flavour perception78.

Neuromarketing
The exploitation of human psychology is being further enhanced by
neuromarketing, the application of neuroscientific methods to analyse and
understand human behaviour in relation to consumerism. This is one of many
marketing methodologies to emerge which increase the scope of advertising and
its blurred lines:

Broad and blurred scope of contemporary advertising and
marketing
Marketing methodologies – including the rise of neuromarketing – have
become increasingly broad and complex in the world of social media and
corporate partnerships.
Examples including the rise of “native advertising”, in which ads appear as
content, has triggered questions about whether consumers are being misled79.
Recognising different forms of advertising and clearly distinguishing between
commercial advertising and other content is increasingly difficult. This is
exacerbated by the innumerable commercial messages people receive on a
daily basis and the large variety of media used in a systematic and integrated
way80.
WHO uses a broad definition of marketing as “any form of commercial
communication or message that is designed to, or has the effect of,
increasing the recognition, appeal and/or consumption of particular
products and services. It comprises anything that acts to advertise or
otherwise promote a product or service”81. Because this broad definition is
intended to reduce the impact of unhealthy food marketing on children, it is
interpreted to cover all forms of direct or indirect promotion in a marketing
strategy. This is particularly important in light of the growing importance of
‘earned’ advertising (as opposed to ‘paid’ advertising)82 and the use of children as
unpaid brand ambassadors83.
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Children as the medium as well as the message
Children are increasingly recruited by marketers and advertisers as ambassadors
to spread the word about music, clothes, snacks and other products. Often,
children are paid in cash or in kind (vouchers, free samples, concert tickets) to
promote products on social networking sites, in chat rooms and on blogs. This
contributes to the commercialisation of friendship, as well as to increased peer
pressure84.
Today’s marketing efforts are increasingly multidimensional – simultaneously
and purposefully integrated into a range of social media and online applications
including gaming and mobile communications. The goal of contemporary
marketing is not simply to expose young people to ads, but rather to foster
ongoing engagement by encouraging them to interact with, befriend, and
integrate brands into their personal identities and social worlds85.

Advertising and education: school is compulsory, and so therefore
is advertising and data mining
Marketing to children has expanded into schools. Product placement in schools
and branding in educational materials expose students to marketing for many
hours a day86.
There are also concerns about corporations using schools to increase their share
of a profitable market by sending free menstruation hygiene samples to schools,
providing lesson plans on menstruation and marketing to a captive audience; an
easy, convenient option for resource-poor schools87.
The Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights is concerned by the
increasingly blurred line between commercial advertising and other content,
especially in the areas of culture and education, and recommends all
commercial advertising and marketing is banned in public and private schools88.
Furthermore, the sponsoring of school material and educational content
reduces the freedom educational institutions have for developing the most
appropriate and highest-quality curriculum for their students89. Successive UK
Governments have been accused of inaction, inertia and contradiction in their
failure to address the increase in the marketing of products and consumerist
values to children through the education system and the broader media90.
This issue has become more problematic over the years with the introduction of
educational apps such as Facebook for Education and Google for Education.
Google, for example, can disguise the presence of a business model for online
84

UNICEF, Children are Everyone’s Business: Workbook 2.0 op.cit.
National Policy & Legal Analysis Network to Prevent Childhood Obesity (NPLAN) op. cit
86
UNICEF, Children are Everyone’s Business: Workbook 2.0 op.cit.
87
Plan International UK, Break the Barriers: Girls’ Experiences of Menstruation in the UK, 2018
https://plan-uk.org/file/plan-uk-break-the-barriers-report-032018pdf/download?token=Fs-HYP3v
88
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights A/69/286 op. cit.
89
Ibid
90
Gary Wilkinson, Marketing in Schools, Commercialization and Sustainability: policy disjunctures
surrounding the commercialization of childhood and education for sustainable lifestyles in England,
Educational Review, June 2016 https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/151156843.pdf
85

21

marketing while simulating the practices and ethics of a free public service
institution. This is highly problematic as pupils are left with no choice whether or
not to use Google for Education (school is compulsory and that may be the
technology in use), and the public school system is therefore forcing pupils to
participate in the commodification of their digital labour and algorithmic
identities91.

Neuromarketing uses brain imaging techniques to distinguish the unconscious
states related to processes that have a key role in influencing consumer
behaviours. This raises “disturbing questions” about the extent to which
advertising agencies, market researchers, and their corporate clients should be
allowed to invade consumers' privacy and manipulate consumers' purchase
decisions92. A growing number of food and beverage marketers are using
neuromarketing as a key strategy in developing their digital marketing campaigns,
including Kraft, Pepsi, and McDonald’s. Neuromarketing makes it more likely that
consumers, especially young people, will engage in impulsive behaviours which is
particularly troubling when these practices are used to market unhealthy foods93.
The protection of vulnerable populations is part of neuromarketing concerns, with
the need to regulate the use of neuromarketing techniques on children and other
vulnerable groups94. Lawsuits from using neuromarketing on children are
predicted as a result of exploiting a vulnerable child for commercial gain at the
expense of the child’s health95.
While some States, including France, have limited the use of brain-imaging
techniques to scientific, medical and judiciary usage, specifically excluding use in
advertising, in many countries it is rarely covered by specific regulations96. Yet the
power of neuromarketing is extraordinary. For example, in one US study, brain
activations recorded while smokers viewed three different television campaigns
promoting a quit smoking hotline predicted the population response to the three
campaigns, whereas self-reported judgments did not97.
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1.3 Advertising’s promotion of excessive and
unhealthy consumption
Individual consumers do not make rational choices in the context of “free”
markets, but rather operate within a sociocultural, economic and political
framework that shapes and limits how they think, feel and act. Advertising and
marketing practices increasingly help to shape this framework98.
Cultural values are of critical importance in determining our attitudes and
behaviour towards social and environmental issues:
● Intrinsic values refer to things which are inherently more rewarding to
pursue, such as a sense of community, affiliation to friends and family, and
self-development;
● Extrinsic values are contingent upon the perceptions of others, they relate
to envy of ‘higher’ social strata, admiration of material wealth, or power.
Placing greater importance on extrinsic values is associated with higher
levels of prejudice, less concern about the environment, and weak (or
absent) concern about human rights99.
Extrinsic and intrinsic values act in opposition and so where extrinsic values are
accorded particular importance, pro-social and pro-environmental behaviours will
be undermined. However, the majority of adverts appeal to extrinsic values and
repeated activation of particular values serves to strengthen these. Thus,
advertising’s undermining of environmental and social issues when
promoting consumerism and appealing to extrinsic values is twofold100:
● In driving increased consumption, and therefore increasing a society’s
aggregate environmental footprint and negative impact on human
rights;
● Contributing to the social modelling of extrinsic values, and eroding
motivation to help address environmental and social problems.
It is important to note that it is possible to advertise ‘green’ products through
appeal to extrinsic values, which undermine a person’s concern about
environmental issues101.
Neuromarketing specifically is linked to shopping addiction and overconsumption
as it easily triggers mechanisms that induce consumer purchasing behaviour,
unconsciously suggesting the purchase of an otherwise unwanted item102. In
addition, promotions cause UK shoppers to buy one fifth more than they
otherwise would, and supermarket and eating out promotions are biased towards
unhealthy foods103. It turns out that rather than enhancing our quality of life, an
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overload of options can paralyse people or push them into decisions that are
against their own best interest104.
Advertising also has other far-reaching effects on psychology and performance.
Advertising can prime cognitive and social processes not related to the brand or
product featured in the advertising. For example, gender-stereotypical
advertisements can prime female participants to underperform on a maths test105.

Alcohol: High ad spend; high sales; scourge
●

At least 25 longitudinal studies have found that youth exposure to alcohol
advertising is associated with the initiation of alcohol consumption by
youth, the amount of alcohol consumed per drinking occasion, and/or
adverse health consequences106.

●

In the US, youth were exposed to a total of 28.5 billion alcohol advertising
exposures on cable TV during the 2-year period from 2017 Q1 to 2018 Q4.
About 651 million (2.3%) of these did not comply with the alcohol industry
voluntary guidelines107.

●

Excessive alcohol consumption in the US contributes to an average of
4,350 deaths among young people under 21 years of age each year108.

●

The harmful use of alcohol is a causal factor in more than 200 disease and
injury conditions.109

1.4 Rise of belief-driven buying – but it’s still
buying
Marketeers are learning that appealing to intrinsic rather than extrinsic values can
help sell products.
According to the 2019 Edelman brand trust barometer of eight markets (Brazil,
China, France, Germany, India, Japan, the UK and the US), in 2017, 1 in 2 people
(51%) were belief-driven buyers, choosing to switch, avoid or boycott a brand based
on its stand on societal issues, rising to 64% of people in 2018 and 2019110. However,
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only 34% trust most of the brands they buy or use. Over half of people (53%) believe
every brand has a responsibility to get involved in at least one social issue that does
not directly impact its business111.
A belief-driven mindset spans generations and income levels. Of belief-driven
buyers, 67% bought a brand for the first time because of its position on a
controversial issue, while 65% will not buy a brand because it stayed silent on an
issue it had an obligation to address. Over half (53%) of consumers think brands
can do more than governments to solve social problems (50% in the UK)112.
While there can be a powerful relationship between corporate responsibility and
effective advertising113, consumers are also adept at spotting lack of authenticity in
purpose-led marketing, with 2019 dubbed the year of 'woke-washing' and
tone-deaf activism by brands.
Burger King for example, faced a backlash for a mental health awareness
campaign in May 2019 that promoted the "Blue Meal" and the "Pissed Meal" (an
antidote to McDonald's Happy Meals). The execution ineffectively muddied serious
topics with humour (Figure 2)114.
Figure 2: Burger King backlash.

Source: LA Times May 2019
www.latimes.com/food/la-fo-burger-king-unhappy-meals-mental-health-awareness-201905
04-story.html
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2. International human rights law
and policy frameworks
“International human rights treaties are
among the strongest signs of global
shared humanity and form the bedrock of
international peace and prosperity.”
UK Law Society115

This chapter presents an overview of the international human rights framework, in
order to better understand what can be done when advertising and unhealthy
and excessive consumption patterns breach human rights.

2.1 Overview of UN Human Rights Treaties
Overview of legally binding human rights instruments
The UN human rights instruments outlined in Table 2 are part of the body of
international human rights law and are legally binding treaties. This means that
states which ratify the treaty are legally bound by it, while states that do not are
neither bound by the treaty obligations or entitled to invoke those obligations
against other States Parties116.
The principles contained in these treaties can also be found in and are
complemented by instruments such as:
● Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948117
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The Law Society, 10 Dec 2020,
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/en/contact-or-visit-us/press-office/press-releases/human-rights-day-2020celebrating-international-agreements#:~:text=International%20human%20rights%20treaties%2C%20in
cluding,Wales%20said%20on%20International%20Human
116
Elizabeth Harrop, Human rights mechanisms and international law, 2001
https://libertyandhumanity.com/themes/international-human-rights-law/human-rights-mechanisms-a
nd-international-law/
117
UDHR https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
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●

●

●

Regional treaties such as the European Convention on Human Rights
(ECHR) to which the UK is a signatory118 and its Protocols119; and the African
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC)120 and its
Protocols
International Labour Organization (ILO) Conventions on child labour
(Convention No. 138 on Minimum Age and Convention No. 182 on the
Worst Forms of Child Labour)121
United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime 2000
and its Protocols (relevant to human trafficking and slavery in the business
supply chain)122

Table 2: International UN human rights treaties to which the UK is a State Party.
State Party

No action (UK has not signed or ratified)

Human Rights treaty
1.

International Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD):1969
2. International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR): 1976
3. Optional Protocol to the ICCPR establishing
an individual communications procedure: 1976
4. Second Optional Protocol to the ICCPR, aiming
at the abolition of the death penalty: 1991
5. International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR):1976
6. Optional Protocol to the ICESCR establishing
an individual and groups communications
procedure: 2013
7. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW): 1981
8. Optional Protocol to CEDAW establishing
an individual communications procedure: 2000
9. Convention against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment (CAT):1987
10. Optional Protocol to CAT to establish a system
of regular visits undertaken by independent
international and national bodies to places
where people are deprived of their liberty: 2006
11. Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC):
1990
12. Optional Protocol to the CRC on the
involvement of children in armed conflict: 2002

118

UK Government Ratification
Status
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: 1969
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: 1976
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: NA
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: 1999
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: 1976
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: NA
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1968,
NA,
1999,
1968,
NA,

Signature:
1981,
Ratification/Accession: 1986
Signature:
NA,
Ratification/Accession: 2004
Signature:
1985,
Ratification/Accession: 1988
Signature:
2003,
Ratification/Accession: 2003

Signature:
1990,
Ratification/Accession: 1991
Signature:
2000,
Ratification/Accession: 2003

European Convention on Human Rights 1950 www.echr.coe.int/documents/convention_eng.pdf
European Convention on Human Rights list of Protocols
www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/webContent/7435985
120
African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 1990
https://au.int/en/treaties/african-charter-rights-and-welfare-child
121
ILO, ILO Conventions on child labour
www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/ILOconventionsonchildlabour/lang--en/index.htm
122
United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime 2000
www.unodc.org/unodc/en/organized-crime/intro/UNTOC.html
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1966,

13. Optional Protocol to the CRC on the sale of
children, child prostitution and child
pornography: 2002
14. Optional Protocol to the CRC on a
communications procedure: 2014
15. International Convention on the Protection of
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and
Members of their Families: 2003
16. International Convention for the Protection of
all Persons from Enforced Disappearance: 2010
17. Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD): 2008
18. Optional Protocol to the CRPD establishing
an individual and groups communications
procedure: 2008

Signature:
2000,
Ratification/Accession: 2009
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: NA
Signature:
Ratification/Accession: NA

NA,
NA,

Signature:
NA,
Ratification/Accession: NA
Signature:
2007,
Ratification/Accession: 2009
Signature:
2009,
Ratification/Accession: 2009

Source: Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) Status
of Ratification Interactive Dashboard https://indicators.ohchr.org/

The right to advertise and freedom of information and
expression
Commercial advertising and marketing practices generally fall under provisions
protecting freedom of expression, such as article 19 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, article 19 (2) of the ICCPR123, and article 10 of the ECHR124. In general
comment 34, the Human Rights Committee – which oversees implementation of
the ICCPR – stressed that the right to freedom of expression “may also include
commercial advertising”125.
While restrictions to freedom of expression should always be the least restrictive
and be proportionate to achieving the purported aim, the UN Special Rapporteur
on Cultural Rights stresses that commercial advertising and marketing may be
granted less protection than other forms of speech. The European Court of Human
Rights agrees, saying that States have a greater margin of appreciation126 to
impose restrictions on freedom of expression in commercial matters127.
The Council of Europe advises that in principle, advertising should be prepared
with a sense of responsibility towards society, and particular attention should
be paid to the moral values forming the basis of any democracy. Further, any
advertising addressed to children should avoid information which could harm

123

ICCPR 1966 www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx. The convention was ratified by
the UK in 1976.
124
European Convention on Human Rights 1950 www.echr.coe.int/documents/convention_eng.pdf. The
convention was ratified by the UK in 1951.
125
UN Human Rights Committee, ICCPR, General comment No. 34 Article 19: Freedoms of opinion and
expression, 12 September 2011 https://undocs.org/CCPR/C/GC/34
126
The term “margin of appreciation” refers to the space for manoeuvre that national authorities have, in
fulfilling their obligations under the European Convention on Human Rights
www.coe.int/t/dghl/cooperation/lisbonnetwork/themis/echr/paper2_en.asp
127
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights A/69/286 op. cit.
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their interests, and should respect their physical, mental and moral
development128.
.

UN Human rights treaties implementation and reporting
Comprehensive implementation measures are outlined in treaty articles and
require the enactment of domestic legislation. For example, Article 4 of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)129 requires States Parties to “undertake
all appropriate legislative, administrative, and other measures for the
implementation of the rights recognised in the present Convention”130.
The human rights treaty bodies are committees of independent experts that
monitor implementation of the core international human rights treaties. For
example, the Committee on the Rights of the Child oversees implementation of
the CRC. The reporting procedure for States Parties to the various committees are
also laid out within articles of the various treaties. For the CRC this is laid out in
article 44 which requires States Parties to report:
(a) Within two years of the entry into force of the Convention for the State Party
concerned;
(b) Thereafter every five years.
The reporting process offers an important opportunity to assess national progress
in human rights and for the Committees to make specific recommendations
(Figure 3). Shadow/Alternative Reports are produced by NGOs and civil society to
assist Committees in evaluating government reports under the Conventions.
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Council of Europe, Protecting the Right to Freedom of Expression Under the European Convention
on Human Rights, A handbook for legal practitioners, 2017
https://rm.coe.int/handbook-freedom-of-expression-eng/1680732814
129
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 1990 www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx.
The convention was ratified by the UK in 1991.
130
Ibid
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Figure 3: Simplified reporting procedure (introduced 2014)131

Source: OHCHR

2.2 How human rights instruments can be
leveraged against unethical advertising and the
impacts of consumerism
Individual and group communications procedures
Several of the treaties establish complaints mechanisms – known as
“communications procedures”, allowing anyone (individual and sometimes a
group) to bring a human rights problem to the attention of the UN 132.
These communications procedures can be used to make a formal complaint “after
the exhaustion of domestic remedies” – such as a complaint to the UK Advertising
Standards Authority (ASA). While not the same as courts, the communications
131

In 2014, the United Nations General Assembly adopted resolution A/RES/68/268 entitled
"strengthening and enhancing the effective functioning of the human rights treaty body system" in
which it encourages the human rights treaty bodies and States Parties to use a simplified reporting
procedure to facilitate the preparation of States Parties' reports and the constructive dialogue on the
implementation of their treaty obligations.
www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CRC/Pages/ReportingProcedure.aspx
132
OHCHR, Human Rights Treaty Bodies - Individual Communications
www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/TBPetitions/Pages/IndividualCommunications.aspx
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procedures are "quasi-judicial" because they have some things in common with
the way that courts operate, i.e., a dispute between two or more parties can be
raised for review before an independent body. Complaints relating to violations of
human rights are brought by or on behalf of the person whose rights were
breached, and the parties are each given a chance to present their arguments and
basic documentary evidence about what happened133.
Once all information has been received, the reviewing body then issues a final
opinion on the matter, including directions on what must or should be done to
right any wrongs. The resulting body of decisions may guide States, NGOs and
individuals in interpreting the contemporary meaning of the treaties concerned134.

For a full overview of the procedure for complaints by individuals under the
human rights treaties see:
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR),
Human Rights Treaty Bodies - Individual Communications
www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/TBPetitions/Pages/IndividualCommunications.
aspx
For advice on making a human rights-based complaint at the national level,
contact national human rights institutions (NHRIs)135. In the UK this is the
Equality and Human Rights Commission. It has a free Equality Advisory and
Support Service www.equalityadvisoryservice.com

Human Rights complaints and climate change
Over 1,500 cases of climate litigation have been brought globally between
1986 and the end of May 2020, and human rights complaints are
increasingly being used to hold States to account for their failure to tackle
climate change136.
In May 2019 a group of Torres Strait Islanders from low-lying islands off the
northern coast of Australia lodged a complaint with the United
133

CRIN, What is the CRC Complaints Mechanism?
https://archive.crin.org/en/guides/legal/crc-complaints-mechanism-toolkit/part-i-individual-complaints/
what-crc-complaints.html
134
OHCHR, Human Rights Treaty Bodies - Individual Communications
www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/TBPetitions/Pages/IndividualCommunications.aspx
135
See OHCHR and NHRIs www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/NHRI/Pages/NHRIMain.aspx and the Equality
and Human Rights Commission UK, role as an NHRI
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/our-human-rights-work/our-role-national-human-rights-insti
tution-nhri
136
Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, Global trends in climate
change litigation: 2020 snapshot, July 2020
www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Global-trends-in-climate-change-litigati
on_2020-snapshot.pdf
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Nations human rights committee against the Australian government137.
They claimed that their right to maintain their culture is being violated
owing to the failure of the State to act on climate change138.
In September 2019, 16 child petitioners from 12 countries presented a
landmark official complaint to the United Nations Committee on the Rights
of the Child to protest lack of government action on the climate crisis. The
children (aged 8 to 17) allege that Member States’ failure to tackle the
climate crisis constitutes a violation of child rights and urge the Committee
to order Member States to take action to protect children from the
devastating impacts of climate change139.
In November 2020, the European Court of Human Rights approved a
first-of-its-kind climate case brought by Portuguese youth-applicants
against 33 countries. As the vast majority of cases filed with the Strasbourg
court fail to reach this stage, this decision marks a major step towards a
potential landmark judgment on climate change. In another significant
move, the Court granted the complaint priority on the basis of the
“importance and urgency of the issues raised”140.
In 2021, three young people moved to take the UK Government to court for
disregarding their rights to life, family life and to not be discriminated against,
which are protected under articles 2, 8 and 14 of the Human Rights Act141.

UK Government reporting and feedback to UN human rights
committees in relation to advertising and marketing
As noted above, the UK is signatory to many international human rights treaties
(Table 1). As also discussed above, some of these treaties include measures which
limit harmful advertising and marketing. The UK – as with all States Parties – is
required to report to the various treaty committees on implementation of the
rights therein. This happens irrespective of the Political Party in power at the time.
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Guardian, Torres Strait Islanders take climate change complaint to the United Nations, 12 May 2019
www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/may/13/torres-strait-islanders-take-climate-change-complai
nt-to-the-united-nations
138
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights on the
importance of public spaces for the exercise of cultural rights, A/74/255, 30 July 2019
https://undocs.org/A/74/255
139
UNICEF, 16 children, including Greta Thunberg, file landmark complaint to the United Nations
Committee on the Rights of the Child, 23 September 2019
www.unicef.org/press-releases/16-children-including-greta-thunberg-file-landmark-complaint-united-n
ations
140
350, Unprecedented climate case clears major hurdle as European court recognises “importance and
urgency”, 30 November 2020
https://350.org/press-release/unprecedented-climate-case-clears-major-hurdle-as-european-court-reco
gnises-importance-and-urgency/
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The Guardian, UK students sue government over human rights impact of climate crisis, 30 April 2021
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/apr/30/uk-students-sue-government-human-rights-cli
mate-crisis
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However, political party manifestos (Annex 1) and policies can also be lobbying
tools towards more ethical advertising.
It should be noted that in general terms the UK ranks poorly for implementation of
child rights under the CRC. The KidsRights index domain 5 scores countries
relative to their capacity to implement children’s rights. According to article 4 of
the CRC, countries need to “take measures to the maximum extent of their
available resources” to realise children’s rights. The United Kingdom (rank 169)
holds a very low position in the Index as a result of critical assessments by the
Committee on the Rights of the Child142.
For example, the UK was judged harshly because of the discrimination and
stigmatisation of certain groups of children - such as Roma, gypsy and traveller
children, children of other ethnic minorities, children with disabilities, children in
care, migrant and asylum-seeking children and Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transexual
and Intersex (LGBTI)143 children. Also, the fiscal policies disproportionately affect
children and the enjoyment of their rights144.
Article 5 of the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes states
there should be no advertising or other form of promotion to the general public of
breast-milk substitutes and related products, as improper practices in the
marketing of these products can contribute to major public health problems145.
However, formula is widely advertised in the UK146.
In 2016, in response to the UK’s most recent report on CRC implementation, the
Committee on the Rights of the Child noted its concern over the extremely low
rate of breastfeeding, the fact that only 1% of women maintained exclusive
breastfeeding for six months, and the inadequate regulation of marketing of
breast-milk substitutes. The Committee recommended that the Government
promote, protect and support breastfeeding in all policy areas where
breastfeeding has an impact on child health, including obesity, certain
non-communicable diseases and mental health, and fully implement the
International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes 1981147. The UK’s next
report is due in 2021 when the Government will respond to this issue148.
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KidsRights Foundation, The KidsRights Index 2020, May 2020
https://files.kidsrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/25092805/200519-The-KidsRights-Index-report-2
020.pdf
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While LGBTI refers to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people, it should also be read to
refer to other people who face violence and discrimination on the basis of their actual or perceived
sexual orientation, gender identity and sex characteristics, including those who may identify with other
terms. For more information please see United Nations entities call on States to act urgently to end
violence and discrimination against LGBTI adults, adolescents and children
www.unicef.org/media/files/Joint_LGBTI_Statement_ENG.pdf
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KidsRights Foundation, The KidsRights Index 2020 op. cit.
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WHO, International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes, 1981
www.unicef.org/nutrition/files/nutrition_code_english.pdf
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Baby Milk Action, Guide to UK formula marketing rules – promotion to the public (advertising)
www.babymilkaction.org/ukrules-pt2a
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Committee on the Rights of the Child, Concluding observations on the fifth periodic report of the
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 12 July 2016
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%2fCO%2f5&Lang=en
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In 2013, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women
criticised the UK Government for the prevalence of stereotypical imaging and
objectification of women by the media and in advertising, as confirmed by the
inquiry into the culture, practice and ethics of the press conducted by Lord Justice
Leveson. The Committee recommended that the UK Government continue to
engage with the media to eliminate stereotypical imaging of women and their
objectification in the media, especially in advertising149.
This resulted in action by the ASA including its report Depictions, Perceptions and
Harm: A report on gender stereotypes in advertising, published in July 2017150.
However, during the UK’s next reporting cycle on CEDAW, criticism remained. In its
concluding observations on the UK’s eighth periodic report in March 2019, the
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women noted that it
welcomed the ASA research and the introduction by CAP of a new rule in the
advertising codes proscribing gender stereotypes that are likely to cause harm or
serious or widespread offence in advertisements. However, the Committee also
concluded that it remains concerned about the persistence of gender stereotypes
affecting the educational and career choices of women and girls, as well as the
impact of unrealistic images perpetrated in the media, including social media, on
the mental well-being of women and girls151.

These examples show the impact which the human rights treaty committees
can have on national action and how existing human rights law can be
leveraged for change. There is much more scope for taking this approach
than is currently being used.

‘Waste World’, an unauthorised billboard installation by Bill Posters for Black Friday,
November 2018
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/countries.aspx?CountryCode=GBR&Lang=E
N
149
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Concluding observations op. cit.
150
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Concluding observations op. cit.
151
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, Concluding observations on the
eighth periodic report of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 14 March 2019
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW%2fC%2f
GBR%2fCO%2f8&Lang=en
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3. Other principles and standards

“When applied to material things,
the term ‘sustainable growth’ is
an oxymoron.”
Albert A. Bartlett (1923-2013) Professor Emeritus in Nuclear Physics at
University of Colorado at Boulder152

3.1 Sustainable Development Goals
The 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs), also known as “Agenda 2030”, have
been adopted by all UN member states as the blueprint to achieve a better and
more sustainable future for all by 2030. The SDGs are known as the post-2015
development agenda, as they are the successors of the eight Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) 2000–2015.
Many of the SDGs and their 169 targets are relevant to campaigning against the
human rights impacts of advertising, consumerism and climate change (Figure 4;
Annex 2). For example, the third target of SDG 12 (ensure sustainable consumption
and production patterns) requires States to halve per capita global food waste at
the retail and consumer levels by 2030. As most nation states, and many local
governments and organisations pledge to support the SDGs, the SDGs and their
targets can be powerful lobbying tools.
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Negative Population Growth, Inc, Dr. Albert A. Bartlett, Reflections on Sustainability, Population
Growth, and the Environment, 2016
https://npg.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/2016-ReflectionsOnSustainabilityForumPaperrev.pdf
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Figure 4: Sustainable Development Goals.

Source: UN

SDGs as problematic
While the SDGS represent an unprecedented global effort to end poverty, fight
inequality and tackle climate change, they can also be problematic for those
advocating against consumerism and for protection of the environment.
The SDGs are accused of failing to confront the very systems which create poverty,
hunger, inequality and unsustainable development153. Significantly, SDG 8
(promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment and decent
work for all) is in opposition to other SDG objectives, most notably SDG 13 (take
urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts). The most contested
target is to ‘decouple economic growth from environmental degradation’ (Target
8.4), in which green consumption should ensure that growth can happen within
planetary boundaries. However, ‘green capitalism’ does not tackle the main issues,
instead encouraging us to buy our way out of the environmental crisis154.
Target 9.2 – to promote inclusive and sustainable industrialisation and, by 2030,
significantly raise industry’s share of employment and GDP, in line with national
circumstances, and double its share in least developed countries – is similarly
problematic. Meanwhile, target 10.1 – progressively achieve and sustain income
growth of the bottom 40% of the population at a rate higher than the national
153

Menton, M., Larrea, C., Latorre, S. et al. Environmental justice and the SDGs: from synergies to gaps
and contradictions. Sustain Sci 15, 1621–1636 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00789-8
154
Alexandra Hepple, King’s College London, Sustainability, SDG 8: Economic Growth or Degrowth?,
10 December 2019 https://blogs.kcl.ac.uk/sustainability/2019/12/sdg-8-economic-growth-or-degrowth/
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average – has no counterbalance to reduce the income of the top x%, and thus
implies that growth and jobs creation can be unlimited. In fact, to keep up with the
growing number of people that fall within the ‘working age’, around 30 million
additional jobs per year are needed globally155, on top of income growth for the
poorest.
Target 17.11 – to significantly increase the exports of developing countries, in
particular with a view to doubling the least developed countries’ share of global
exports by 2020 – also begs the same question: increasing exports means
potentially increasing production which is in opposition to other goals. Will the
exports of developed countries reduce? Not just as a share, but in real terms to
compensate for this?
While SDG 13 appeals for “meaningful mitigation actions” (Target 13.A), the flexible
mechanisms of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) are criticised for being giveaways to polluters at the expense of
vulnerable social groups and for ineffective measures in terms of emissions
reductions156. SDG 13 requires governments to “integrate climate change measures
into national policies, strategies and planning” (Target 13.2)157, however the
associated indicator does not reflect the levels of operationalisation or
implementation of climate mitigation and adaptation action – only the planning
for it158.
Neither do the SDGs explicitly incorporate principles of environmental justice and
the right to freely access natural resources and to participate in decisions that
affect one’s environment159. Disproportionate burdens of environmental
degradation are shouldered by marginalised communities, which impacts their
access to clean water (SDG 6), their health (SDG 3), access to land for agriculture
(SDG 2), and, therefore, loss of livelihoods (SDG 1)160. Environmental degradation
also affects their right to life itself as a result of natural disasters and conflict
associated with climate change161.
SDG 1 (no poverty) is too simplistic and centres on poverty primarily measured by
income which cannot compensate for the depletion of environmental resources or
degradation of ecosystems, and does not address structural factors that cause
poverty, including overconsumption and the destruction of ecosystems162.
Environmental elements in many targets were not included in indicators, or the
indicators lacked ambition, or were watered down163. A study by four universities
155
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(National University of Singapore, University of Melbourne, University of Northern
British Columbia, University of Queensland), says the SDGs may actually serve as a
smokescreen for further environmental destruction. The study found that only 7%
of correlations between SDG indicators and external indicators of biodiversity and
environmental protection were significantly positive. Alarmingly, 14% of the
associations are negative and 78% are non-significant, such that many of them do
not adequately reflect progress towards environmental conservation goals164.
Business has focussed much of its efforts into supporting SDG 8 and into creating
more products and services: “Most companies (members of the UN Global
Compact) report taking action towards Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic
Growth, Goal 3: Good Health and Well-being, Goal 12: Responsible Consumption
and Production and Goal 13: Climate Action. Moreover, participants recognise the
business potential of the SDGs, with 61% developing products and/or services that
contribute to them”165.
Around 40% of UN Global Compact companies in the food, beverage and
consumer goods system are still not marketing products and services that align
with SDG 13 on climate action166. Indeed, only 37% of companies are designing
business models that contribute to the SDGs167.

3.2 Human rights and business principles and
guidance
OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Guidelines
for Multinational Enterprises were adopted in 1976 and are the most
comprehensive international standard on responsible business relating to impacts
on people and the environment. All countries adhering to the Guidelines (currently
49) have a National Contact Point (NCP) in place and submit a report to the OECD
Secretariat providing information on activities related to implementation of the
Guidelines168.
Over 450 specific instances of alleged misconduct have been treated by country
NCPs in over 100 countries and territories since 2000169. In 2019, Trade Unions and
Global Policy Volume 10 . Supplement 1. January 2019
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1758-5899.12596
164
University of Queensland, Latest U.N. sustainability goals pose more harm than good for
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ss-Report-2020.pdf
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individuals were the primary submitters accounting for 8 (27%) submissions each.
NGOs accounted for 7 (23%) of submissions. For a successful example related to
advertising (ClientEarth and BP), see chapter 9 below.
However, the NCP system is “woefully underperforming” on indicators that matter
most to civil society, such as transparency. Just one third of NCPs consistently
follow up on concluded complaints to verify if companies actually implement
agreements and recommendations, and less than a third of NCPs issue
determinations in complaints as to whether the company has breached the OECD
Guidelines170.

UN business and human rights initiatives
The UN Global Compact was launched in 2000 as a special initiative of the UN
Secretary-General. The mission is to mobilise a global movement of sustainable
companies and stakeholders. The 10,000 businesses that have joined the initiative
commit to align their corporate strategies and operations with Ten Principles on
human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption171, and take actions to
support the SDGs172 and the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
(UNGPs)173.
The UNGPs detail the “Protect, Respect and Remedy” Framework resting on three
pillars:
● The state duty to protect human rights;
● The corporate responsibility to respect human rights;
● Access to effective remedy for those affected by business-related human
rights abuses.
When dealing with human rights violations which are caused by corporate actions,
the State thus has a legal duty to “protect, respect and remedy” the rights of
individuals in their territory (and outside of their territory in certain circumstances)
and must enact national legislation and policies that are compatible with their
treaty obligations174.
In addition to respect for human rights, participants in the Global Compact have
committed to support the promotion of human rights175. The Ten Principles of the
170
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UN Global Compact176 outline the framework for this, meaning “seeing the
opportunity to take voluntary action to make a positive contribution towards the
protection and fulfilment of human rights”177.
Ten Children’s Rights and Business Principles, released jointly by the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the UN Global Compact and Save the Children
in 2012, contain a principle dedicated to advertising and marketing178. Principle 6 –
use marketing and advertising that respect and support children’s rights –
recognises that children need protection from unhealthy or unsafe products and
services, and from inappropriate advertising, and calls upon corporations to ensure
that:
● Communications and marketing do not have an adverse impact on
children’s rights;
● They comply with the standards of business conduct in World Health
Assembly instruments regarding marketing and health179; and
● They use marketing that raises awareness of and promotes children’s
rights, positive self-esteem, healthy lifestyles and non-violent values.
In 2020, UNICEF issued a practical tool for integrating children’s rights into
responsible sourcing frameworks in the garment and footwear supply chain
looking at the ways the more than 100 million children are affected globally – as
workers, children of working parents, and community members near farms and
factories180.

3.3 International legally binding instrument on
business and human rights
Voluntary guidelines on business and human rights risk being exploited by
companies that advertise that they are in line with guidance, but take minimal or
no steps to implement them181. Indeed, nearly a decade after the UNGPs were
adopted, a vast majority of business enterprises globally do not conduct any
human rights or environmental due diligence182.
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In June 2014, the UN Human Rights Council took steps to elaborate an
international legally binding instrument to regulate the activities of transnational
corporations and other business enterprises.
The Second Revised Draft was published in August 2020183. The scope of the (draft)
legally binding instrument applies to:
● All business enterprises, including but not limited to transnational
corporations and other business enterprises that undertake business
activities of a transnational character.
● All internationally recognised human rights and fundamental freedoms
emanating from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, any core
international human rights treaty and fundamental ILO convention to
which a state is a party, and customary international law.
The 6th session of the Intergovernmental Working Group on Transnational
Corporations and Other Business Enterprises with Respect to Human Rights
(IGWG) – to discuss the second draft was held in October 2020184.
In addition, the European Commission is proposing new rules on mandatory
human rights and environmental due diligence in European Union (EU)
companies’ global supply chains in the form of a proposed EU Directive on human
rights and environmental due diligence in 2021185.

3.4 Global and national advertising standards
The World Federation of Advertisers Global Media Charter notes that it may not
always be possible to achieve targets without increasing the risk of adverts
appearing in inappropriate environments. The Federation pledges not to invest in
platforms or environments that do not protect children or which create division in
society, and promote anger or hate186.
A review of gender stereotyping in adverts by the UK’s ASA in 2016 (published
2017)187 identified six categories of gender stereotypes in UK advertising in relation
to adults and children188:
● Roles: Occupations or positions usually associated with a specific gender;
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●
●
●
●
●

Characteristics: Attributes or behaviours associated with a specific gender;
Mocking people for not conforming to a stereotype. Making fun of
someone for behaving in or looking a non-stereotypical way;
Sexualisation: Portraying individuals in a highly sexualised manner;
Objectification: Depicting someone in a way that focuses on their body or
body parts;
Body image: Depicting an unhealthy body image.

The review concluded that a tougher line needs to be taken on adverts that
feature stereotypical gender roles or characteristics which, through their content
and context, may be potentially harmful to people.
On 14 December 2018, the Committees of Advertising Practice (CAP) – which write
the UK Advertising Codes and provide authoritative guidance on the rules –
announced the introduction of a new rule on gender stereotyping in adverts, and
on 14 June 2019, Code rules 4.9 (CAP Code) and 4.14 (CAP Code) were introduced.
These rules state that adverts ‘must not include gender stereotypes that are likely
to cause harm, or serious or widespread offence’189.
In August 2019, two advertisements were banned under the new Code:
A TV ad for the
Volkswagen eGolf
juxtaposed images of
men in extraordinary
environments and
carrying out
adventurous activities
with women who
appeared passive or
engaged in a
stereotypical
care-giving role. The
ASA concluded that
the ad presented
gender stereotypes in
way that was likely to
cause harm and
therefore breached
the Code190.
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A TV ad and video on
demand (VOD) ad for
the soft cheese
Philadelphia suggested
that men were
incapable of caring for
children and would
place them at risk as a
result of their
incompetence. The ASA
concluded that the ad
perpetuated a harmful
stereotype, namely that
men were ineffective at
childcare, and was in
breach of the Code191.
Image sources: BBC www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-49332640

In 2019, the ASA launched Avatar Monitoring, for capture and analysis of online ads
using ‘avatars’ that mimic the browsing of children and young people. This helped
identify careless targeting by gambling operators and brands promoting HFSS
foods; in particular via YouTube videos aimed at children. The ASA followed up its
findings by engaging with advertisers and YouTube to ensure measures were in
place to limit children’s exposure to age-restricted ads192.
The ASA uses Brandwatch, a social intelligence tool, to observe trends across a
broad range of online content, such as gender presentation in ads, and also look
closely for individual breaches of the advertising rules, such as unlabelled ads from
individual influencers193.
However, it should be noted that the ASA is heavily criticised for being an
inadequate, self-policing mechanism, with a limited set of criteria under which it
will consider harms from advertising, and a derisory rate of follow-through of
complaints submitted under those already constrained parameters194. For
example, the ASA is unable to consider explicitly complaints about advertising
which undermines self-esteem and mental health, or the way in which advertising
manipulates consumers. In 2018 only 4% of all complaints resulted in formal action
being taken by the regulator; just 387 of the 25,259 adverts complained about195.
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4. Rights overview: The right to a
sustainable environment

“Thousands and thousands of years of love
for this forest. Love in the deepest sense, as
reverence. This forest has taught us how to
walk lightly, and because we have listened,
learned and defended her, she has given
us everything: water, clean air,
nourishment, shelter, medicines,
happiness, meaning.”
Nemonte Nenquimo, cofounder of the
Indigenous-led non-profit organisation Ceibo Alliance

4.1 Global climate change commitments
In November 2021, world leaders will meet in Glasgow for the 26th UN Climate
Change Conference (COP26) to accelerate action towards the goals of the Paris
Agreement - a legally binding international treaty on climate change - and the
UNFCCC196. At COP21 in 2015, the Paris Agreement was adopted to limit global
warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius (°C), preferably to 1.5°C, compared to
pre-industrial levels197. In November 2020 the US formally withdrew from the Paris
Agreement198. However, the US has rejoined the agreement.199
196
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Countries communicate actions they will take to reduce their greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions200 in order to reach the goals of the Paris Agreement, through
nationally determined contributions (NDCs). These commit to GHG reductions by
2030, building towards net-zero by 2050:
● As
part
of
the European
Green
Deal,
the
European
Commission proposed in September 2020 to raise the 2030 GHG emission
reduction target, including emissions and removals, to at least 55%
compared to 1990201;
● Denmark has an ambitious goal of a 70% emissions reduction by 2030202
(compared to the US at 27%203 and UK at 68%204).
● New Zealand has declared a climate change emergency and committed to
a carbon-neutral government by 2025.205
The Paris agreement is criticised for being built entirely around voluntary country
pledges (“it is better than no agreement, which is perhaps the best that can be
said about it”)206, as well as for having a vague target207. In addition, the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) – the UN body for assessing
the science related to climate change – is seen as conservative, with the threats
from climate change greater than the IPCC suggests208.
In its latest emission gap report, the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) concludes that despite a brief dip in CO2 emissions caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic, the world is still heading for a temperature rise in excess of
3°C this century209. A second UNEP report reveals that between 2020 and 2030,
global coal, oil, and gas production would have to decline annually by 11%, 4%, and
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3%, respectively, to be consistent with a 1.5°C pathway. However, government plans
and projections indicate an average 2% annual increase for each fuel210.
In June 2019, the UK became the first major economy in the world to pass laws to
end its contribution to global warming by 2050211. Robust EU legislation is
especially important to support commitments made by the European
Commission as part of the European Green Deal which seeks to move to a clean,
circular economy212, as well as a European Climate Law to turn the political
commitment of climate neutrality by 2050 into a legal obligation213.
Requiring business enterprises to align their operations with the goals of the Paris
Agreement is especially pressing in light of research that shows how some
business entities, including financial institutions, bear responsibility for an
enormous proportion of current and historical emissions of GHG214.

4.2 Household consumption and greenhouse
gas emissions
Humans are the most invasive species on the planet. Although human beings
comprise only 0.01% of the planet’s biomass, 96% of all mammals on Earth are
livestock and 70% of all birds are domesticated poultry.215 Household consumption
contributes to more than 60% of GHG emissions and between 50% and 80% of
total land, material, and water use216. For each person on the globe, anthropogenic
(human-made) mass217 above their body weight is produced every week. For the
first time, the year 2020 saw anthropogenic mass surpass all global living
biomass.218
Should the global population reach its predicted 9.6 billion by 2050, the equivalent
of almost three planets could be required to provide the natural resources needed
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to sustain current lifestyles219. An estimated 372,000 babies were born around the
world on New Year’s Day alone220 (around 167,000 people died221).
According to UNEP, compliance with the 1.5°C goal will require reducing
consumption emissions to a per capita lifestyle footprint of around 2–2.5 tCO2e
(tonne CO2 equivalent) by 2030. This means that the richest 1% would need to
reduce their current emissions by at least a factor of 30222. As an example of what
needs to be done, frequent-flying “‘super emitters” represent just 1% of the world’s
population but cause half of aviation’s carbon emissions223.

4.3 Our suicidal war on nature
The climate crisis is a threat to human existence. The coronavirus pandemic
has demonstrated the challenges that highly connected societies face in
responding to rapid change. As the Arctic melts, rainforests burn, oceans
acidify and biodiversity vanishes, never has humanity been at such a pivotal
moment as the earth's fragile equilibria are collapsing before our eyes.
Today, the biomass of humans (36%) and the biomass of livestock (60%) far surpass
that of wild mammals (4%)224. This is also true for wild and domesticated birds, for
which the biomass of domesticated poultry (71%) is almost threefold that of wild
birds (29%)225. Humans and livestock outweigh all vertebrates combined, with the
exception of fish226. More than 500 species of land animals are predicted to be
extinct within 20 years. In comparison, the same number were lost over the whole
of the last century. Without the human destruction of nature, even this rate of loss
would have taken thousands of years227.
On 12 December 2020 at the Climate Ambition Summit (a precursor to the delayed
COP 26), UN Secretary-General António Guterres declared a State of Climate
Emergency228, having decried humanity’s “suicidal war on nature” 10 days
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previously229. The 2020 indicators of climate change impacts, exposures, and
vulnerabilities for the underlying social and environmental determinants of health
present the most worrying outlook ever reported230. Globally 2020 and 2016 were
the joint warmest years ever recorded, and 2011-2020 the warmest decade
recorded231. New research shows that temperatures are now the highest in 12,000
years232.
In a report released in February 2020 by the Centre for Climate and Security,
experts warn of high-to-catastrophic threats to security from plausible climate
change trajectories. Concluding that even in scenarios of low warming, each
region of the world will face severe risks to national and global security in the next
three decades including heightened social and political instability233.
The World Food Programme warns that even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
violent conflict, climate change and other human-made and natural disasters
were increasing the number, scale and complexity of humanitarian crises. And
that due to the impact of the pandemic, for the first time in over 20 years, poverty
levels are increasing, along with income inequality. The pandemic’s impacts on
health and access to food may also increase the likelihood of conflict, crime, and
unrest and exacerbate other existing instabilities234.
A fixation on GHG belies the fact that non-linear changes suggest both that
impacts will be far more rapid and severe than predictions based on linear
projections, and that the changes no longer correlate with the rate of
anthropogenic carbon emissions235.
As the climate warms, unpredictable processes known as feedback loops can
occur, consequently varying the rate and extent of global warming. For example,
climate change is warming the Arctic at a faster rate due to a process known as
‘Arctic Amplification’236. This positive feedback loop happens when sea ice cover
reduces and more heat is absorbed in the darker arctic ocean, reducing the ice
formation in the next winter, exacerbating existing warming processes237.
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Additionally, the consequence of excess GHGs on the rate at which permafrost
thaws is stark. Permafrost, meaning permanently frozen, is a terrestrial carbon
store made up of soil, undecomposed organic matter, and ice. It is mostly found in
polar and tundra regions, where temperatures are cold enough for it to remain
frozen for thousands of years. As it thaws, due to climate change, it is changing
landscapes, the dynamics of ecosystems, and releasing GHGs, such as methane
and CO2. Methane, a by-product of anaerobic respiration, can trap 28 times more
heat compared to CO2238, meaning it has the potential to cause accelerated,
“runaway” climate change.
Extreme meteorological events such as flooding are expected to be exacerbated
by a warming climate due to the increased rate of water evaporation. The
Clausius-Clapeyron relation suggests that with each degree of global temperature
increase, the atmosphere’s capacity to hold water vapour increases by 7%239,
leading to greater cloud formation, and more precipitation. Additionally, with water
vapour itself a GHG, it will enhance the greenhouse effect by trapping more heat in
the atmosphere, further increasing the troposphere’s vapour capacity. This cycle
can feed back positively and cause exponential warming.
There is a long-held belief that mitigation is mainly about energy, and that
adaptation is mainly about water240. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) states that such a perspective greatly
over-simplifies things, and ignoring water’s role in climate change adaptation and
mitigation is certain to derail any significant progress241. UNESCO predicts that
land subsidence could affect almost a fifth of the global population because of
unsustainable farming and groundwater extraction242. Jakarta for example, is one
of the fastest-sinking cities on earth, due to uncontrolled and excessive depletion
of groundwater reserves, rising sea-levels, and increasingly volatile weather
patterns. One third could be submerged by 2050 if current rates continue243.
The COVID-19 pandemic may be a precursor to “a pandemic era” according to Dr.
Anthony Fauci of the US National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, one
of the main drivers of which is the climate crisis as it rewrites disease algorithms on

238

NASA, Global Climate Change, Methane, 21 July 2020
https://climate.nasa.gov/climate_resources/225/video-methane-sources/#:~:text=Methane%20is%20a%20
powerful%20greenhouse,activities%20and%20intensive%20agriculture%20began
239
Skliris, N., Zika, J., Nurser, G. et al. Global water cycle amplifying at less than the Clausius-Clapeyron
rate. Sci Rep 6, 38752 (2016). https://www.nature.com/articles/srep38752
240
Adaptation and mitigation are complementary strategies for managing and reducing the risks of
climate change. Adaptation encompasses a combination of natural, engineered and technological
options, as well as social and institutional measures to moderate harm or exploit beneficial
opportunities from climate change. Mitigation comprises human interventions to reduce the sources
or enhance the sinks of greenhouse gases (GHGs). UNESCO World Water Assessment Programme, The
United Nations world water development report 2020: water and climate change, 2020
https://en.unesco.org/themes/water-security/wwap/wwdr/2020
241
The United Nations world water development report 2020: water and climate change, 2020
https://en.unesco.org/themes/water-security/wwap/wwdr/2020
242
Guardian, Land subsidence 'will affect almost fifth of global population', 31 December 2020
www.theguardian.com/world/2020/dec/31/land-subsidence-will-affect-almost-fifth-of-global-population
243
Phys Org, Sinking city: Indonesia's capital on brink of disaster, 16 August 2019
https://phys.org/news/2019-08-city-indonesia-capital-brink-disaster.html

49

the planet244. Projections reveal that climate change will affect the transmission of
infectious, vector-borne diseases such as malaria, for example by increasing
malaria receptive areas245. Meanwhile, melting permafrost soils are releasing
ancient viruses and bacteria which have lain dormant246.
Ultimately, as the point of no return cannot be fully known until after the event,
ambitious work on reducing carbon emissions and extracting more from the air
(naturally and synthetically) is more critical than ever247.

4.4 Environmental impacts are closely linked to
human rights impacts
Climate-fuelled disasters are the number one driver of internal displacement. On
average, over 20 million people a year were internally displaced by extreme
weather disasters over the last 10 years – that’s 87% of all people internally
displaced by disasters during this period. It is the world’s poorest countries and
communities, who bear little responsibility for global carbon pollution, that face
the highest risk of climate-fuelled displacement248.
Internal displacement linked to the adverse effects of climate change is expected
to increase significantly over the coming years and decades. Over 143 million
people in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and Latin America alone could be forced
to move within their own countries by 2050 owing to the slow-onset impacts of
climate change249.
Slow-onset processes can compound other displacement drivers, such as
intercommunal tensions, violence and armed conflict250. For example, one single
flood event in South Sudan can be associated with about nine conflict incidents251.
Decreased crop yields due to increased temperatures in South Sudan negatively
impact nutrition, especially in children, pregnant women, and nursing mothers252.
244

Rolling Stone, How Climate Change Is Ushering in a New Pandemic Era, 7 December 2020
www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/climate-change-risks-infectious-diseases-covid-19-eboladengue-1098923/
245
Karypidou, M.C., Almpanidou, V., Tompkins, A.M. et al. Projected shifts in the distribution of malaria
vectors due to climate change. Climatic Change 163, 2117–2133 (2020).
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-020-02926-9
246
BBC, Long-dormant bacteria and viruses, trapped in ice and permafrost for centuries, are reviving as
Earth's climate warms, 4 May 2017
www.bbc.com/earth/story/20170504-there-are-diseases-hidden-in-ice-and-they-are-waking-up
247
Professor Jem Bendell, Institute of Leadership and Sustainability (IFLAS) at the University of Cumbria,
Occasional Paper 2, Deep Adaptation: A Map for Navigating Climate Tragedy, Revised 2nd Edition 27
July 2020 www.lifeworth.com/deepadaptation.pdf
248
Oxfam, Forced from Home, Climate-fuelled displacement, 2 December 2019
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/mb-climate-displacement-cop25-021219-en_0.pdf
249
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced
persons, A/75/207, 21 July 2020
https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A_75_207_E_compressed.pdf
250
Ibid
251
Nhial Tiitmamer, Resolving climate change-induced migration and conflict in South Sudan, Africa
Portal, 24 May 2020
www.africaportal.org/features/resolving-climate-change-induced-migration-and-conflict-south-sudan/
252
USAID, South Sudan Climate Vulnerability Profile: Sector- and Location-Specific Climate Risks and
Resilience Recommendations, May 2019

50

Climate change impacts are expected to be early and severe for over 350 million
indigenous peoples worldwide, due to their location in high-risk environments253.
Indigenous knowledge is contributing to the fight against climate change as it
operates at a much finer spatial and temporal scale than science, and includes
understandings of how to cope with and adapt to environmental variability and
trends254. However, the emphasis on funding and technical assistance from
developed to developing countries, means traditional and indigenous peoples’
own coping and adaptive strategies are hardly recognised255.
The UN has reported on the countless adverse human rights impacts resulting
from agro-industrial operations, including oil palm and sugarcane plantations256.
●

●
●

●

●

Land acquisitions routinely take place without regard for the land and tenure
rights of indigenous and non-indigenous communities, and in particular the
communal basis for customary land rights, leading to loss of land and
property, involuntary resettlement and forced eviction.
The lack of adequate consultation with communities has also resulted in the
destruction of sites of religious, spiritual and cultural significance.
Deforestation and loss of land have led to increased food insecurity,
malnutrition and mental and physical health issues among communities. As a
result, land conflicts have proliferated.
The criminalisation of affected community members and human rights
defenders continues to mar efforts towards access to justice, in the context of
widespread intimidation, harassment and killings of community members
and human rights defenders in relation to land acquisitions.
Labour rights violations at plantations and mills include child and forced
labour257, precarious working conditions, health and safety issues, and
limitations on freedom of association and collective bargaining.

4.5 A healthy and sustainable environment is a
human right
Protecting the environment and human rights are interrelated:
●

Protecting the environment helps to protect human rights. A safe,
clean, healthy and sustainable environment is integral to the full enjoyment
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●

of a wide range of human rights, including the rights to life, health, food,
water and sanitation.
Protecting human rights helps to protect the environment. When
people are able to learn about, and participate in, the decisions that affect
them (exercising their rights to freedom of information and expression),
they can help to ensure that those decisions respect their need for a
sustainable environment.

As noted above, advertising usually promotes extrinsic values which
undermines people’s willingness to care for the environment.
The international human rights system explicitly acknowledges the relationship
between environmental degradation and human rights. For example, the UN
Independent Expert on human rights obligations relating to the enjoyment of a
safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment has observed that
“environmental degradation can and does adversely affect the enjoyment of a
broad range of human rights”258. This degradation can be caused by activities or
events such as “climate change, desertification, and, in particular, mining
operations”259. The Special Representative of the Secretary-General on business
and human rights reviewed 320 cases of alleged corporate-related human rights
abuses and found that nearly one third of the cases involved environmental harm
that affected human rights, including the rights to life, health, food and housing260.
In October 2020, the Human Rights Council adopted a resolution on children and
the environment that recognises that environmental harm, including resulting
from climate change, directly breaches children’s rights. The resolution includes a
call for all States to consider recognising the right to a healthy environment in their
national laws261.
More than 155 States have recognised some form of a right to a healthy
environment in international agreements or their national constitutions,
legislation or policies. In March the UN General Assembly adopted a new
resolution reinforcing the link between human rights and the environment and
paving the way for formal recognition of this right.262 Nations with constitutional
protections for the right to a healthy environment have stronger environmental
laws, enhanced enforcement, and greater government accountability, than
nations without such provisions. As a result, they also have smaller ecological
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footprints, rank higher on comprehensive indices of environmental performance,
and have reduced pollution faster263.

4.6 Nature as having intrinsic not just
instrumental value
The UN Independent Expert on the issue of human rights obligations relating to
the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy and sustainable environment is concerned
with the relevance of human rights to protection of non-human aspects of the
environment. They note that a long-standing criticism of a human rights-based
approach to environmental protection is that it is likely to ignore important
aspects of the environment that are not readily reducible to human needs and
interests. It is therefore necessary to consider the possible limits of looking to
human rights for environmental standards264.
This is a particularly relevant issue in the context of branches of environmental
philosophy such as Deep Ecology which argues that nature has an intrinsic not
just instrumental value. The “shallow ecology movement” is the fight against
pollution and resource depletion aimed at protecting the health and affluence of
people in developed countries. Whereas the “deep ecology movement” endorses
“biospheric egalitarianism”, the view that all living things are alike in having value
in their own right, independent of their usefulness to others265.
A proposed law on ecocide recognises the intrinsic value of the natural world. The
Stop Ecocide campaign was founded in 2017 to support the establishment of
ecocide as an international crime, in order to forbid and prevent further
devastation to life on Earth. Governments including Belgium and Spain have
advocated for an ecocide law266.

ASA comes out against fracking claims
Hydraulic fracturing (fracking) has become synonymous with harm to
ecosystems, as well as animal and human health, being linked to air and
water pollution, death of farm animals, and low birth weights in human
infants. Many risks are unknown due to restrictions on freedom of
information about fracking operations. As such fracking can breach
international human rights law in multiple ways267.
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In 2014, the ASA ruled that a US energy company, Breitling Energy, misled
the public when it made unsubstantiated claims about the benefits of
fracking and claimed a gas shortage put the UK close to catastrophe268.
In 2015, the ASA reversed a ruling against Greenpeace (after an appeal by
Greenpeace), having initially banned an advertisement against fracking
because of the phrase “experts agree – it won’t cut our energy bills”, as this
implied ALL experts agree. In the end the ASA agreed with Greenpeace and
decided that it had made the ruling in error, and that a "general consensus"
did exist that a meaningful reduction in UK domestic energy bills was highly
unlikely. Greenpeace noted in its appeal that the phrase "experts agree" did
not state or imply that all experts agreed – and that to limit their right to say
so would be a breach of their right to freedom of expression under the
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms (European Convention on Human Rights)269.
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5. Rights overview: Marketing
and cultural rights
“As Indigenous peoples, we are fighting
to protect what we love – our way of life,
our rivers, the animals, our forests, life on
Earth … you say that you are urgently
looking for climate solutions, yet continue
to build a world economy based on
extraction and pollution”
Nemonte Nenquimo, cofounder of the
Indigenous-led non-profit organisation Ceibo Alliance

5.1 What are cultural rights?
The UNESCO Declaration on Cultural Diversity 2001 defines culture as: “the set of
distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features of society or a
social group, and that it encompasses, in addition to art and literature, lifestyles,
ways of living together, value systems, traditions and beliefs”270.
Cultural rights guarantee the right to participate in and enjoy the benefits of
culture and science, and relate to the pursuit of knowledge, understanding and
human creativity. Rather than there being an explicit “right to culture” cultural
rights are comprised of and closely connected to the rights to education and
freedom of thought, conscience and religion and are an important part of social
harmony271.
Thus, cultural diversity can be protected and promoted only if human rights and
fundamental freedoms, such as freedom of expression, information and
communication, as well as the ability of individuals to choose cultural expressions,
are guaranteed272.
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Thus, cultural life is dependent on the fulfilment of a range of other rights, but the
right to participate freely in cultural life is also codified in at least four treaties:
● ACRWC Article 12 and CRC Article 31: State Parties recognise “the right of
the child to … participate freely in cultural life and the arts” (wording the
same for both treaties)
● CRC Article 30 outlines the importance of the right to culture for ethnic,
religious or linguistic minorities or persons of indigenous origin: “a child
belonging to such a minority or who is indigenous shall not be denied the
right, in community with other members of his or her group, to enjoy his or
her own culture, to profess and practise his or her own religion, or to use
his or her own language.”
● CEDAW Article 13: “States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to
eliminate discrimination against women … in order to ensure … the right to
participate in recreational activities, sports and all aspects of cultural life”.
● International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR) Article 15 states “The States Parties to the present Covenant
recognise the right of everyone … to take part in cultural life”.

5.2 Cultural diversity, advertising and freedom
of information and expression
The UN recognises that commercial advertising and marketing practices have
an increasing impact on the cultural and symbolic landscapes we inhabit and
more widely on cultural diversity. Commercial messaging has the potential to
deeply influence the philosophical beliefs of people and their aspirations, as
well as cultural values and practices, from food consumption models to burial
rituals, including tastes and beauty canons. Global advertising campaigns
promoting one single advertising message for all countries have a
detrimental impact on cultural diversity, including linguistic diversity273.
The dependency of print and audiovisual media on advertising revenue can
result in wide self-censorship of journalists and media owners, having a
significant impact on editorial content and cultural programming274.

5.3 Public spaces
The UN defines public spaces as:
●
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●

UN Special Rapporteur on Cultural Rights: defines public spaces as
places that are publicly owned and accessible to all without discrimination,
where people can share in the project of building a common society based
on human rights, equality and dignity, where they can find ways to develop
vivre ensemble, to build what they have in common and to share their
common humanity, while still nurturing and expressing their own
identities276.

The UN Special Rapporteur on Cultural Rights urges that public spaces are
conduits for realising human rights for all. The human rights framework should
be applied to the design, development and maintenance of public spaces in
urban, rural, natural and digital spaces. If States, international organisations and
the international community do not take the issue of public space seriously and
fail to understand it as a basic question of human rights, it will be impossible to
fulfil cultural rights, and indeed many other universal human rights277.

Billboards and advertising in public spaces
Our cities have become “advertising cities” containing outdoor advertising which
occupies a multitude of media spaces: hoardings, bus shelters, scaffolding,
interactive billboards, large highway billboards, banners behind airplanes, phone
boxes, buses, touchable screens, bicycles, pavements and just about any surface
that can be projected upon278.
Billboards and other outdoor advertising devices affect far more than the private
property on which they are installed, and in effect advertising companies and their
clients are purchasing public space (which is not for sale). Billboards obstruct
people’s engagement with their environment, including parks, built heritage
or the landscape, and, by exhorting people to become mere consumers
(rather than citizens), adversely affect their sense of citizenship279.
Loud sound effects or moving screens in public spaces are particularly intrusive
and exploit the fact that any motion picture at the periphery of our visual field
automatically captures our attention, triggering increased levels of alertness and
stress that promote the storage of the message280. Billboards are linked to road
traffic accidents due to distracting drivers. A study in Tel Aviv found that once
billboards were removed, road traffic accidents decreased by a third, and the
accidents that did happen were less severe281.
Outdoor advertising is using increasingly invasive techniques including sensors,
facial recognition software, and augmented reality to allow billboards to interact

276

UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights on the
importance of public spaces op. cit.
277
ibid
278
Thomas Dekeyser, Dismantling the advertising city: Subvertising and the urban commons to come,
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 9 August 9, 2020
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0263775820946755
279
UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights A/69/286 op. cit.
280
Ibid
281
Message Recall, All Consuming podcast on digital billboards
https://messagerecall.co.uk/all-consuming

57

with their target audience282. Some advertising screens contain sensors measuring
the intensity of the individual’s gaze, known as eye tracking, involving people in
large-scale advertising experimentation without their prior and informed
consent283.

Billboard installation by Bristol Rising Tide, 2020

The UN highlights various other human rights implications for advertising in
public spaces:
● The growing commercialisation and privatisation of public spaces pose
significant challenges to the realisation of the right to participate in
cultural life and to the protection of public spaces reflecting cultural
diversity284.
● Everyone has the right to express their identities and to manifest cultural
practices and expressions of their choice, including in the form of art,
subject only to limitations in accordance with international human rights
standards285.
● Decisions about what is built, displayed or changed in public spaces and
why should not be taken without adequately consulting all stakeholders,
and especially minority groups286.
● Authorities must establish specialised, cross-disciplinary professional teams
responsible for the design, maintenance and conservation of public spaces
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●

that are welcoming for all and create mechanisms for citizen participation
in the management of such spaces287.
States should encourage the display of artwork in public spaces and, to that
end, establish public art committees that include artists, urban designers
and inhabitants, with clear rules288.

Privatisation and private sponsorship of cultural events may also affect cultural
activities in public spaces, such as festivals. Risks include censorship by private
sponsors, when freedom of artistic expression is no longer guaranteed by public
authorities, and decreasing diversity289.

5.4 The right of indigenous peoples to maintain,
control, protect and develop their cultural
heritage
The appropriation of signs and images, including in indigenous cultures,
frequently distorts the original symbology. Indigenous groups have resisted
companies seeking to incorporate indigenous imagery into their products,
services, advertising or marketing, with some success290.
National laws should be in conformity with international standards, including
article 31 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
2007291:
“Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect and develop
their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional cultural
expressions, as well as the manifestations of their sciences, technologies and
cultures, including human and genetic resources, seeds, medicines,
knowledge of the properties of fauna and flora, oral traditions, literatures,
designs, sports and traditional games and visual and performing arts. They
also have the right to maintain, control, protect and develop their intellectual
property over such cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional
cultural expressions”292.
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6. Rights overview: Marketing to
children and the rights of the
child
“I wear black leggings because they make
me look small or skinny. I just want to fit in,
the best that I can”
Izzi, 10

“There’s a whole trend in the media about
the thigh gap. I don’t have that. That
makes me not normal. That makes me not
beautiful”
Rachel, 14

“I just avoid looking in the mirror,
because if I do then I’ll think about
how I want to be”
Mia, 11293

6.1 Advertising and its direct impacts on child
rights
The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child observes that the mass media
industry, including advertising and marketing industries, can have negative
impacts on children’s rights294.
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Younger children lack the critical awareness to evaluate advertising
messages, and accept them as truthful, accurate and unbiased, which can
distort their view of the world and even pose dangers to their health and
development295. Advertising and marketing can also have a powerful
influence over children’s self-esteem, for example when portraying unrealistic
body images296, and can weaken children’s participation in the traditional
cultural and artistic life of their community.297
Pre-teens and adolescents are especially susceptible to pressure to conform to
group standards, including those based on racial and ethnic dimensions. They may
be persuaded to use skin-whitening creams, cigarettes and alcohol, which might
reinforce their sense of belonging but are damaging to their health and can place
them in high-risk situations298.
Over the last 10 years, the Children’s Society has measured the well-being of
children in the UK and asked them directly about their experiences. The latest
trends from this survey for children aged 10 to 15 indicate that between 2009–10
and 2017–18 there was a significant decrease in happiness with life as a whole, and
a significant decrease in happiness with appearance299.
Many studies commissioned by governments and civil society groups underline
that commercial advertising heightens children’s insecurities, accentuates
inequalities and distorts their gender socialisations300. The Committee on the
Rights of the Child notes that the lack of implementation or the poor
enforcement of laws regulating business, pose the most critical problems for
children. Among other things, states are therefore required to strengthen
regulatory agencies responsible for the oversight of standards relevant to
children’s rights such as advertising and marketing, so that they have
sufficient powers and resources to monitor and to investigate complaints and
to provide and enforce remedies for abuses of children’s rights301.

6.2 The rights to freedom of information and
expression
Article 17 of the CRC states that States Parties shall ensure that the child has access
to information and material from a diversity of national and international sources,
especially those aimed at the promotion of his or her social, spiritual and moral
well-being and physical and mental health.
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Under article 17, States have obligations to302:
● Encourage the mass media, including private media, to disseminate
information and materials of social and cultural benefit to the child, for
example regarding healthy lifestyles;
● Regulate the media to protect children from harmful information,
especially pornographic materials and materials that portray or reinforce
violence, discrimination and sexualised images of children, while
recognising children's rights to information and freedom of expression;
● Encourage the mass media to develop guidelines to ensure full respect for
the rights of the child, including their protection from violence and from
portrayals that perpetuate discrimination, in all media coverage;
● Ensure that marketing and advertising do not have adverse impacts on
children’s rights by adopting appropriate regulation and encouraging
business enterprises to adhere to codes of conduct and use clear and
accurate product labelling and information that allow parents and children
to make informed consumer decisions.
However, children’s rights to freedom of thought, information and expression
are all compromised by advertising.

6.3 Childhood obesity and the right to life,
survival and development
Child health impacts of obesity
The worldwide prevalence of obesity nearly tripled between 1975 and 2016. While
just under 1% of children and adolescents aged 5-19 were obese in 1975, more than
124 million children and adolescents (6% of girls and 8% of boys) were obese in
2016. Childhood obesity is linked with a range of adverse physical and mental
health outcomes, as well as negative societal outcomes303.
Studies have found that junk food shapes adolescent brains in ways that impair
their ability to think, learn and remember, make it harder to control impulsive
behaviours, and increase a teen’s risk of depression and anxiety304.
Article 6 of the CRC acknowledges that every child has an inherent right to life and
that States shall ensure the survival and development of the child. In 2003, the
Committee on the Rights of the Child clarified that it expects States to interpret
“development” in its broadest sense as a holistic concept, embracing the child’s
physical, mental, spiritual, moral, psychological and social development.
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Implementation measures should
development for all children305.

be

aimed

at

achieving

the

optimal

In 2013, the Committee issued General Comment 15 on the Right to Health which
states that “States should also address obesity in children, as it is associated with
hypertension, early markers of cardiovascular disease, insulin resistance,
psychological effects, a higher likelihood of adult obesity, and premature death306.
The same year, General comment No. 16 on State obligations regarding the impact
of the business sector on children’s rights noted that the marketing to children of
products such as cigarettes and alcohol as well as foods and drinks high in
saturated fats, trans-fatty acids, sugar, salt or additives can have a long-term
impact on their health307.

Advertising makes children eat more unhealthy food
Seeing junk food adverts influences what and how much children eat308.
Childhood obesity is linked to the development and marketing (directly to
children) of energy-dense, micronutrient-poor foods and beverages309. The strong
evidence directly links unhealthy food marketing and childhood obesity,
independently from other factors. One of the founding studies was published in
September 2003 by the UK’s Food Standards Agency310.
Food advertising to children increases the consumption of food generally, in a way
that is not related to a specific brand, to reported hunger or to other conscious
influences. In one experiment, children consumed 45% more when exposed to
food advertising. These experiments demonstrate the power of food advertising to
prime automatic eating behaviours and to influence far more than brand
preference311.
The control of food advertising to children particularly on social media is crucial, as
studies have shown that increased daily use of social media is independently
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associated with greater BMI levels for both primary and high school students. This
relation has been confirmed in a number of current studies312.
Responsible marketing requires a reassessment and revision of marketing
practices that are not conducive to the fulfilment of children’s rights to food,
nutrition and the highest attainable standard of health. A fundamental issue in
this context is marketing that can influence the prevalence and duration of
breastfeeding. To this end, WHO adopted the International Code of Marketing of
Breast-Milk Substitutes in 1981313 and UNICEF currently bans any contributions
in-kind, funding engagements or co-branded partnerships with companies that
manufacture breastmilk substitutes314.

The most deprived children are affected by junk food advertising
and obesity
The right of the child to be free from discrimination (article 2 CRC) is also relevant
in the debate about obesity:
● Children in the most deprived areas of the UK are approximately twice as
likely to be obese315;
● Billboards advertising unhealthy food are concentrated in
poorer areas and areas with a higher proportion of overweight
children316, and the higher the percentage of outdoor advertisements
promoting HFSS foods, the greater the likelihood of obesity in the
area317.
● Almost half of fast-food outlets in England are in the most deprived parts
of the country, while the most affluent 10% of England is home to just 3% of
fast-food restaurants, chip shops and burger bars318,
● Since 2002, more healthy foods and beverages have been consistently
more expensive than less healthy ones in the UK, with a growing gap
between them, which may exacerbate social inequalities in health319.
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●

Childhood obesity is associated with a higher chance of premature death
and disability in adulthood320, and evidence shows the negative
consequences of weight stigma for a range of mental health outcomes.321

Regulation of HFSS advertising to children
Measures for implementing article 6 of the CRC (right to life, survival and
development) with regard to the business sector include preventive
measures such as effective regulation and monitoring of advertising and
marketing industries322. Many countries have voluntary codes or standards for
food advertising, but self-regulation is seldom adhered to by the food industry, and
governments rarely impose mandatory regulations323.
Despite rules introduced by Ofcom (the UK regulator for the communications
services) in 2007 to prohibit the marketing of unhealthy food on television in and
around children’s programmes324, research findings in the years following
suggested that children’s exposure to unhealthy food advertising has increased.
Researchers from Newcastle University, for example, found that children were
exposed to the same level of unhealthy food advertising as they were before the
Ofcom rules entered into force, and researchers from the University of Liverpool
concluded that despite regulation, children in the United Kingdom were exposed
to more television advertising for unhealthy than healthy food items, even at peak
children’s viewing times (2011 and 2012 studies)325.
In December 2019, the ASA published data on children’s exposure to age-restricted
TV ads for alcohol, gambling and HFSS food and soft drinks. Data up to 2018
showed that326:
● Children’s exposure to alcohol ads on TV has remained at similar levels
since 2015;
● Their exposure to gambling ads has remained steady since 2014;
● Exposure to HFSS ads, however, has declined markedly since 2016.
In December 2020, the UK Government announced that promotions on HFSS food
and drinks will be restricted from April 2022 including ‘buy one get one free’ and
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free refills of sugary soft drinks327, as well as a total online advertising restriction for
HFSS products328. The plans received a fierce backlash from the food industry
including Britvic, Kellogg's and Mars329.

‘Subvertised’ billboard advertisement in Bristol

6.4 Sexualisation of children and the right to be
free from violence and abuse
Article 19 of the CRC protects the child from all forms of physical or mental
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or
exploitation, including sexual abuse.
Child sexualisation degrades childhood through, for example, sexualised clothing
for girls, the presentation of children in advertisements as sexual beings and their
exposure to sexually explicit music videos. Its effects are far-reaching and include
eating disorders, low self-esteem and self-justification for sexual offenders330.
UNICEF observes that marketing to children that is not carefully deliberated
can normalise violence, sexualised behaviour or unrealistic body-image
327
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ideals, potentially hampering a child’s healthy psychological and social
development331.
The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) notes that
girls are ‘directly sexualised’ through their exposure to advertising. Peer,
commercial and media pressure are important factors in encouraging young
people to behave in sexual ways and engage in sexual acts. Young people may
perceive sexualised behaviour as ‘cool’ and this is reinforced by some advertising332.
As what is considered attractive and sexy in contemporary society is conflated
more and more with youth, the line between sexual maturity and sexual
immaturity is becoming more ambiguous. The direct physical abuse of children
lies at the hard edge of child sexualisation, which contributes to a climate in which
the sexual abuse of children thrives. According to an Australian Senate enquiry333,
there is evidence that those with paedophilic tendencies use sexualised images of
children within advertising material. The report quotes the Manager of Forensic
Interviewing
of
Sexual
Offenders,
Victoria
Police,
as
saying
that
sexualised/eroticised images of children in advertising “provide validation for those
considering further exploration of children and sex, as part of a pernicious
descending spiral”334.
This concern is seconded by the UN Special Rapporteur on the sale and sexual
exploitation of children, including child prostitution, child pornography and any
other child sexual abuse material who notes that the root causes of child sexual
exploitation have become worse in recent years and include early sexualisation
and the dissemination of sexualised images of children335. The European
Parliament notes that increased sexualisation of children in the media risks
children’s engagement in sexual activity, whether virtual or not, becoming socially
accepted in a tacit manner336. Prevailing standards and peer pressure have led
adolescents to share sexualised images of themselves, making them vulnerable to
abuse and potentially redefining social limits around the unacceptability of child
sexual abuse imagery337.
Studies show that adults generally feel more negatively towards adverts that
objectify or sexualise. They also feel this approach is ‘old fashioned’. Whilst teen
boys expressed some discomfort in discussing adverts showing men wearing few
clothes in sexualised poses, teen girls were more overtly critical towards adverts
that used nudity, feeling that this could create unrealistic expectations for how
women behave and encourage young women to imitate this behaviour338.
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6.5 The right to engage in play and cultural life
Profound changes in the world such as the commercialisation of play provisions,
are having a major impact on children’s opportunities to enjoy the rights provided
for in article 31 of the CRC (the right of every child to rest, leisure, play, recreational
activities and free and full participation in cultural and artistic life)339.
The Committee on the Rights of the Child is concerned that many children
and their families are exposed to increasing levels of unregulated
commercialisation and marketing by toy and game manufacturers. Parents
are pressured to purchase a growing number of products which may be
harmful to their children’s development or are antithetical to creative play,
such as340:
● Products that promote television programmes with established characters
and storylines which impede imaginative exploration;
● Toys with microchips which render the child as a passive observer;
● Kits with a pre-determined pattern of activity;
● Toys that promote traditional gender stereotypes or early sexualisation of
girls (Section 5.4);
● Toys containing dangerous parts or chemicals;
● Realistic war toys and games.
The Committee on the Rights of the Child requires States Parties to the CRC
to review policies concerning the commercialisation of toys and games to
children, including through children’s television programmes and directly
related advertisements, with particular regard to those promoting violence,
girls or boys in a sexual way and reinforcing gender and disability
stereotypes341.

6.6 Digital media and children
In the United Kingdom, children aged 13–17 spend an average of 9 hours per day
‘digitally engaged’, with 100 minutes of internet time per day devoted to social
media342. Meanwhile, although children are increasingly moving towards online
media, data showed that they watched an average of 9 hours of television per
week in the UK in 2018343.
The use of digital media by children is of particular concern, as many children can
be users of the internet but also become victims of violence such as cyber-bullying,
cyber-grooming, trafficking or sexual abuse and exploitation through the
internet344.
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Increasing connectivity to the larger world, where children are potentially the most
avid customers, has opened new avenues for marketers to reach them, often
without the knowledge or supervision of parents or caregivers345. Methods
include346 (see also Section 1.2):
● Augmented reality, online gaming, virtual environments, and other
immersive techniques that can induce “flow,” reduce conscious attention to
marketing techniques, and foster impulsive behaviours. Video gaming
promotes HFSS to children through games such as “Burger Eating
Simulator” (Eat and eat and eat until you are the biggest person in the
game!); and “Junk Food Simulator” (Eat burgers to gain pounds! Drink soda
to gain more pounds! Fight other players. The bigger, the stronger!).
● Social media techniques that include surveillance of users’ online
behaviours without notification, as well as viral brand promotion;
● Data collection and behavioural profiling designed to deliver personalised
marketing to individuals without sufficient user knowledge or control;
● Location targeting and mobile marketing, which follow young peoples’
movements and are able to link point of influence to point of purchase;
● Neuromarketing, which employs neuroscience methods to develop digital
marketing techniques designed to trigger subconscious, emotional arousal
(see Section 1.2).
Existing systems of regulation, such as television, movie and video game ratings
that notify viewers of adult or age-restricted content, and which focus on the
conscious mind, are insufficient for regulating digital media available on multiple
devices and the transformative impact of technological and commercial
innovation347. New legal and regulatory approaches are required that can take into
account both contemporary marketing (and criminal child exploitation) practices
and recent research on child and adolescent behaviour348.
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7. Rights overview: Marketing and
gender, minority groups, and
mental health

“The underlying causes of gender-based
violence against women include
patriarchal attitudes and stereotypes”
UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women349

7.1 Advertising does not reflect gender realities
Sex does not sell
Global research by Kantar reveals that the majority of marketers think they’re
getting gender right, while the majority of consumers think marketers are getting
it wrong350:
●
●
●

349

76% of female and 88% of male marketers think they are avoiding gender
stereotypes;
76% of female and 71% of male consumers believe the way they are
portrayed in advertising is completely out of touch;
98% of ads for baby and laundry products are targeted at women, but in
fact men and women are the decision makers in purchasing (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Targeting of ads versus purchasing decisions by gender.

Source: Kantar AdReaction Getting Gender Right Report 2019.

Sex does not sell. In a recent study, women showed lower product attractiveness
and purchase intentions toward products presented in advertisements with
sexualised female models than with neutral ads (men were unaffected). For
products presented in advertisements with sexualised male models, both women
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and men had lower product attractiveness and purchase intentions than neutral
ads351.
There is a business case to give a realistic or progressive view of gender. In the US,
compared to gender-balanced brands, male-skewed brands are valued on average
US$9 billion less, losing market share to brands with wider gender appeal352. In the
UK, brands that are gender balanced or even slightly “female-skewed” outperform
“male-skewed” brands. They are 4% healthier than male-skewed brands and 6%
healthier than strongly male-skewed brands353.

Prohibition of gender stereotyping, especially in perpetuating
gender-based violence
There is significant evidence that gender inequality leads to real-world harms for
adults and children. These unequal outcomes might affect different people in a
variety of practical, social, emotional and economic ways354. Negative, diminished
conceptions of women and girls are one of the greatest barriers for gender
equality and there is a need to tackle and change those images wherever
they appear. Advertising is a particularly powerful driver to change
perceptions and impact social norms355.
Article 5 of the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) requires States Parties to take all appropriate measures
… to modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and
women, with a view to achieving the elimination of prejudices and
customary and all other practices which are based on the idea of the
inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles
for men and women356.
The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women
explicitly links gender stereotypes of women in advertising and gender-based
violence (GBV) through its recommendation No. 35 on GBV against women,
which requires States to adopt and implement effective measures to
encourage all media, including advertising and information and
communications technologies to eliminate discrimination against women in
their activity, including harmful and stereotyped portrayals of women. The
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Committee notes the impact of gender stereotypes and bias, leading to GBV
against women and inadequate responses to it357.
As is noted above, sexualised images of children in advertising fosters an enabling
environment for child sexual exploitation. Thus stereotyping, including
sexualisation, has far reaching impacts on other rights including the right to
be free from violence and abuse and to attain the highest standard of health.
Research in 2017 by the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media at Mount Saint
Mary’s University and J. Walter Thompson New York analysed more than 2,000
English language films from the Cannes Lions archive (the Cannes Lions
International Festival of Creativity is a global event for those working in creative
communications, advertising, and related fields). The research found that358:
● The trends of female presence and portrayal in ads have not changed over
a decade 2006 to 2017.
● Men are twice as likely as women to be shown as managers or
professionals.
● There are twice as many male characters in ads than female characters.
● Women are twice as likely than men to be shown partially or fully nude.
A survey by the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment
of Women (UN Women) revealed that adults across 28 countries – including Great
Britain – feel advertising does not reflect the world around them359:
●
●

●

●

45% say they still see many sexist ads that offend them.
38% say they often feel ashamed of their body, based on what they see in
ads, and 35% feel advertising often makes them feel like something is
wrong with them.
75% of consumers say they feel more positive toward companies that
demonstrate in their advertising that men and women have the same
capabilities and roles.
51% say they will actively seek out products from companies that promote
gender equality in their advertising.

The World Federation of Advertisers which represents 90% of the world’s
marketing communication spend, says that on the whole, the advertising industry
has struggled to portray both women and men proportionally and realistically: we
are still seeing women and men depicted in outdated, unacceptable ways, even if
gender stereotypes are now often presented in a more subtle manner360.
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Effects on men and boys of stereotyping
A study by fashion brand Jacamo found that 52% of UK men don’t feel represented
in ads. Research by Unilever found that men were often limited to basic
characteristics based on a stereotype of tough, rugged men who were highly
heterosexual, homophobic and often aggressive361. Studies have shown that
stereotyped images of men and women have a negative impact on the
self-esteem of adolescent boys362.
Between 2015 and 2016, around a third of complaints considered by the UK’s
Advertising Standards Authority about the depiction of gender concerned
problematic depictions of men363.
Toxic masculinities can lead to unequitable, risky and abusive behaviour. In a 2017
study of men in the US, UK and Mexico, the percentage of UK respondents who
agree or strongly agree that “Society as a whole tells me that…” is as follows364:
● 50% – A man who talks a lot about his worries, fears, and problems
shouldn’t really get respect;
● 58% – It is very hard for a man to be successful if he does not look good;
● 46% – It is not good for a boy to be taught how to cook, sew, clean the
house, and take care of younger children;
● 55% – A “real man” would never say no to sex;
● 40% – Men should use violence to get respect, if necessary;
● 46% – A man should always have the final say about decisions in his
relationship or marriage;
● 46% – If a guy has a girlfriend or wife, he deserves to know where she is all
the time.
A 2018 UK study revealed that masculinity carries very few positive associations.
Only a small minority of respondents associated masculinity with positive human
traits such as care/kindness (3%), respectfulness (1%), honesty (1%) and
supportiveness (1%), and 67% of 18-24-year-old men believe they are pressured to
display hyper-masculine behaviour, compared to 30% of men aged 45+ years.
Young men and boys are being influenced by British culture to suppress
emotion and avoid asking for help for fear of appearing less of a man, with
repercussions for their mental health365.

7.2 Representations of minorities including
LGBTI people
Articles on non-discrimination in international human rights law (e.g., Article 2 of
the CRC) call on States to respect and ensure rights without discrimination of any
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kind, irrespective of race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion,
national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status366.
Under Article 2 of the CRC States are required to “take steps to create a supportive
environment for business to respect the right to protection from discrimination by
promoting knowledge and understanding of the right within the business sector,
including within the media, marketing and advertising sectors” (author’s italics) 367.
However, less than 20% of people featured in UK advertisements come from
minority groups368. Of this figure, only 0.06% were LGBTI (2.2% of people in the UK
identified as LGBTI in 2018369). However, the results of three studies show that
portrayals of homosexuality in advertising can prime consumers to think about
others, thereby affecting consumer-perceived social connectedness and empathy.
They also indicate that the effects are contingent on attitudes toward
homosexuality. The findings resonate with a compelling body of research showing
that advertising can prime attitudes and behaviours beyond their relationship with
the advertised brands370.
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) states that the media can combat negative stereotyping of LGBTI
persons by undertaking proactive training about the rights of LGBTI persons,
expressing stronger support for defenders working on these issues, reporting
in a factual and sensitive manner and raising awareness of discrimination and
negative stereotyping.371
Overall, representation of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups in UK
advertising has doubled from 12% to 25% since 2015 (these groups make up 13% of
the UK population). However, only 7% of lead roles are played by someone from a
BAME group372.
Globally, the majority of ads are ethnically stereotyped. For example,
white/Caucasian people constitute the majority of all advertising models, but only
around 16% of the world’s population373.
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7.3 Adverse impacts on mental health
A culture of excessive consumption is a cause and effect of shopping
addiction. Though as serious as drug or alcohol addiction, it is the
“smiled-upon addiction”: in times of national crisis, we are told to go out and
buy (not to go out and use drugs)374. Meanwhile, people who attach greater
importance to extrinsic values promoted by advertising (Section 2.2) are also
likely to report lower levels of personal wellbeing375.
Mental health impacts can be particularly pronounced in relation to body image
ideals. The Council of Europe denounced the harm done to the health of young
girls, such as anorexia and, in later life, the development of conditions such as
osteoporosis, provoked by certain advertisements that present thin women as a
standard of beauty376. Teen girls noted that whilst they were aware that images
may be photo-shopped, the way that females looked in adverts could make
people feel negatively about their own looks377. A report by the American
Psychological Association catalogues a range of adverse effects resulting from
girls’ exposure to sexually objectifying images, including “development,
self-esteem, friendships and intimate relationships, ideas about femininity, body
image, physical, mental and sexual health, sexual satisfaction, desire for plastic
surgery, risk factors for early pregnancy, abortion and sexually transmitted
infections, educational aspirations and future career success”378.
Studies reveal that the internalisation of thin-ideal images portrayed in the media
is potentially a causal risk factor for the onset of eating and shape-related
disorders379. An investigation into the content and imagery used in gay men’s
magazines, suggests that this inaccurate depiction could be one of the reasons as
to why the number of gay men who are dissatisfied with their bodies has
increased in recent decades, specifically noting body image issues such as bulimia,
body dysmorphia, and anorexia380.
UK adults felt that adverts often portrayed a perfect body or way to look. The more
‘perfect’ the body shown in an advert, the more participants felt that the advert
could pressurise people to feel negatively about themselves, and want to change
their own appearance381.
The Dove Global Beauty and Confidence Report 2016 found that when women
don’t feel good about the way they look, nine out of 10 women and eight out of 10
girls will opt out of important life activities such as engaging with friends and
374
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loved ones382. Dove is famous for its real beauty campaigning. However, is this just
creating another stereotype? For example, women who are naturally thin are
excluded from the campaign’s tagline, “Real Women Have Real Curves”383. In
addition, why should women have to promote their real shape via mass media at
all (the campaign used “real women” in their underwear)? The Dove campaign is
still emphasising that beauty is still what defines women. Surely the point is to
withdraw from justifying body types at all.
Menstruation is also promoted in euphemistic, taboo terms in advertising, thereby
stigmatising it as something to hide. In one UK study, several key informants
mentioned stories of young people believing that periods are in fact blue,
influenced by advertising campaigns. Blue liquid is still being used
euphemistically in most advertisements today384.
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8. Industry examples: Human
rights and environmental
implications
“When you say that you are urgently
looking for climate solutions, yet continue
to build a world economy based on
extraction and pollution, we know you are
lying because we are the closest to the
land, and the first to hear her cries.”
Nemonte Nenquimo, cofounder of the
Indigenous-led non-profit organisation Ceibo Alliance

Having explored how advertising promotes excessive consumption, and the
human rights and environmental implications of that, below we view these issues
through the lens of three industries.

8.1 Fast fashion - an environmental and social
emergency
The fast fashion industry is worth US$36 billion a year globally385. Fast fashion
dramatically shortens fashion cycles, sometimes getting a garment from the
designer to the customer in a matter of a weeks instead of months386. The
traditional two fashion seasons of spring/summer and autumn (fall)/winter have
increased to 52 "micro-seasons" per year, with new trends coming out every week.
Across the EU and UK, clothing is the eighth largest sector in terms of household
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spending, but is ranked fourth in terms of its impact on the environment (after
housing, transport, and food)387.
Between 2000 and 2014, clothing production doubled, with the average UK
consumer buying 60% more compared to 15 years ago. Yet, each clothing item is
now kept half as long. In 2017, 300,000 tonnes of clothing were sent to landfill in
the UK alone (down from 350,000 tonnes in 2012)388. In the US, 85% of all textiles
end up in landfill389.
Fashion companies have established relationships with online influencers who
advertise the latest fast fashion and binge on wasteful “fashion hauls”390. Website
cookies allow retailers to target individuals with fast fashion adverts as they browse
the internet. According to the UK Government’s Environmental Audit Committee,
our desire for fast fashion is fuelled by advertising, social media and a supply
of cheap garments391.
Our excessive consumption of consumer goods fuels child and forced labour
(Figure 6). This has an effect across the supply chain. Fashion includes the leather,
gold, cotton, and garment production sectors. In total, 51 countries use child
labour in at least one part of their garment or jewellery supply chains392. Children
are put to work at all stages – from the production of cotton seed, cotton
harvesting and yarn spinning mills to all the phases in the cut-make-trim stage in
large formal factories and in small informal factories, as well as in subcontracted
workshops and in their own homes393.
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Figure 6: Goods with the most child and forced labour listings by number of
countries.

Source: U.S. Department of Labour, 2020 List of Goods Produced by Child Labour or Forced
Labour www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/reports/child-labor/list-of-goods

Fast fashion is linked to dangerous working conditions due to unsafe processes
and hazardous substances used in production. Costs reductions and time
pressures are often imposed on all parts of the supply chain, leading to workers
suffering from long working hours and low pay394. Workers in the UK are also
affected by poor work conditions, with Amazon, Asos and BooHoo all coming
under fire395.
In 2015, the global textiles and clothing industry was responsible for the
consumption of 79 billion cubic metres of water, 1,715 million tons of CO2 emissions

394

UNECE, UN Alliance aims to put fashion on path to sustainability, 2018, unless otherwise stated
Guardian, ‘I'm not a robot’: Amazon workers condemn unsafe, grueling conditions at warehouse, 2
February 2020
www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/feb/05/amazon-workers-protest-unsafe-grueling-conditions-w
arehouse; Independent, Asos working conditions to be investigated by MPs, 30 September 2016
www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/asos-working-conditions-staff-treatment-report-mp-inves
tigation-a7339891.html; BBC, Boohoo told to address exploitation claims amid criticism, 16 July 2020
www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-53428405
395

80

and 92 million tonnes of waste396. The fashion industry emits about 10% of global
carbon emissions (more than all international flights and maritime shipping
combined)397. It takes around 7,500 litres of water to make a single pair of jeans,
equivalent to the amount of water the average person drinks over a period of
seven years398. Nearly 20% of global waste water is produced by the fashion
industry.
Nearly 70 million barrels of oil are used each year to make the world’s polyester
(made from plastic fibres, which is in turn made from petroleum)399. The textiles
industry is a major contributor to plastic entering the ocean, which is a growing
concern because of the associated negative environmental and health
implications: around half a million tonnes of microfibre – the equivalent of 3 million
barrels of oil – is now being dumped into the ocean every year400.
The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) describes the
current states of the fashion industry as “an environmental and social
emergency”401, leading to 10 different UN organisations establishing the UN
Alliance for Sustainable Fashion402, launched during the 2019 UN Environment
Assembly.
The UK’s Sustainable Clothing Action Plan (SCAP) is a collaborative agreement
working to reduce the use of resources in the clothing industry by
reducing carbon, water and waste through the SCAP 2020 Commitment. It has
over 80 signatories and supporters representing more than 58% of UK retail sales
by volume403. While brands such as H&M are seen as progressive for e.g., reducing
“the environmental impact from the washing processes alongside using materials
that are more sustainable”404 (Figure 7), buying from sustainable brands is not
the best way to reduce the fashion footprint; buying less is.
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Figure 7: H&M Conscious Denim Range.

Source: H&M.

A branded childhood in Bangladesh
Seven brands and retailers source from one or more of the manufacturers
where the workers interviewed for the following study were employed: C&A,
Esprit, Gap Inc., H&M, Kmart Australia, Marks & Spencer and VF Corporation.
●
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The majority of the approximately 4 million people working in the
Bangladesh garment industry are female migrants who have left their
rural villages for Dhaka – many living in cramped and substandard
squatter settlements, without gas or electricity.

●

●

●

●
●

●

One third of the workers worked more than 60 hours per week on a
regular basis and yet the average total take-home salary was only a
third of what would constitute a living wage.
In order to cover their basic needs, interviewees had to compromise
their lifestyle by cutting costs for food, accommodation, medical
treatment or their children’s education.
Not only do garment workers have little time to spend with their
children, they also have little time for household chores or for taking
care of young children. Children are therefore taken out of school to
take care of younger siblings or the household.
Nearly one in four children of factory workers do not attend school.
Children are separated from their parents as they stayed behind in the
home villages because their parents could not take care of them due
to their demanding work schedule and high costs in the city
compared to rural areas.
Low wages and long working hours have been found to play a key role
in child labour and parents’ decisions to take their children out of
school to reduce expenses, and to contribute to the family income
through paid work.

Source: Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations (SOMO), Branded
Childhood: How garment brands contribute to low wages, long working hours,
school dropout and child labour in Bangladesh 2017
www.somo.nl/branded-childhood/

8.2 The auto industry – air pollution, GHG
emissions and discriminatory use of public
space
Car ownership, the car industry and increasing sales of cars through
advertising have multiple implications for human well-being and the
environment (Figure 8).
Car makers fared badly in the 2020 Corporate Human Rights Benchmark (CHRB),
which assesses the human rights disclosures of 230 global companies across five
sectors, identified as presenting a high risk of negative human rights impacts. The
average score of just 12%, was the lowest score ever for a CHRB-benchmarked
sector405. Road transport is also major source of GHG emissions, producing around
15% of the EU's CO2 emissions406.
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Figure 8: The main problems associated with increasing urban traffic and
congestion

Source: European Commission, Directorate-General for the Environment, Reclaiming city
streets for people Chaos or quality of life? 2004
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pubs/pdf/streets_people.pdf

Sport utility vehicles (SUVs) now make up more than 4 in 10 new cars sold in the
UK, 150,000 of which are too big to fit in a standard parking space. The trend
towards ever larger, more fuel-hungry vehicles is being driven by corporate
marketing strategies of big car brands, and big car brands appear to be
disproportionately promoting larger, more polluting SUVs due to higher profit
margins on these vehicles407.
The world’s overall energy-related emissions fell by an estimated 7% in 2020, with
the exception of emissions from SUVs, which are estimated to have seen an
increase of 0.5%. Over the past decade, SUVs were the only area of energy-related
emissions growth in advanced economies, with oil consumption from SUVs
reaching 5.5 million barrels per day in 2020408.
407
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The USA is the largest automotive ad market in the world, worth $18 billion per
year (the UK spends $1.2 billion). More than 50% of all automotive advertising
expenditure globally goes to television as it “remains the best channel for
conveying emotional brand images and sustaining them over time” 409. In the UK,
the motor industry is the 7th largest sector using outdoor advertising sites
(e.g. billboards) with the “absurd situation of car companies using billboards
to promote new cars to motorists stuck in traffic jams”410.

Air pollution
Air pollution kills an estimated seven million people worldwide every year, and 9
out of 10 people breathe air that exceeds WHO guideline limits and contain high
levels of pollutants411. Air pollution and climate change are closely linked and share
common solutions. Fossil fuel combustion in higher-income countries and the
burning of biomass in lower-income countries accounts for 85% of airborne
particulate pollution412.
The UK Parliament has described air pollution as a national health emergency,
resulting in tens of thousands of early deaths (making air pollution the second
largest cause of avoidable mortality after smoking) and costing billions of pounds
in health impacts each year. It is calling for the automobile industry to contribute
to a new clean air fund, following the ‘polluter pays’ principle413.
Long-term exposure to outdoor air pollution is associated with414:
● An increased risk of progressive and irreversible sight loss (age-related
macular degeneration415;
● Pregnancy loss (i.e., stillbirth and miscarriage)416; premature birth; and
reduction in foetal growth and low birth weight;
● Increased risk of death during the first year of life, particularly from
respiratory illnesses;
● Exacerbating the effects of respiratory infections in young children;
● Affecting the normal growth of lung function during childhood;
● Cardiovascular diseases (heart attacks, hypertension and stroke);
409
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●
●
●
●

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, pneumonia, accelerated
decline in lung function and lung cancer in adulthood;
Development of new onset asthma as well as exacerbating asthma in
those who already live with the condition;
Impaired cognition, dementia and other neurodegenerative disorders;
and
Type II diabetes, obesity and metabolic syndrome.

Long-term exposure to nitrogen dioxide (NO2) is responsible for up to 5,900 deaths
per year in London, and around half of nitrogen oxide (NOx) emissions in London
came from ground-based transport, over a third of which is from cars417. In the UK
in 2014, over 90% of sensitive wildlife habitats in England, Northern Ireland and
Wales had excessive nitrogen levels418.
Air pollution contributes to widening health inequalities as levels of emissions are
higher on roads with the heaviest traffic which are used more by disadvantaged
people as places where they live, work and shop419. Nearly 92% of pollution-related
deaths occur in low-income and middle-income countries. Children face the
highest risks because small exposures to chemicals in utero and in early childhood
can result in lifelong disease, disability, premature death, as well as reduced
learning and earning potential420.

Air pollution and legal precedents
In December 2020, an inner south London coroner made legal history
by ruling that air pollution was a cause of the death of nine-year-old,
Ella Kissi-Debrah in February 2013. This means air pollution has been
listed as a cause of death for the first time in the UK421.
In January 2021, a French court ruled that a Bangladeshi man with asthma
who could avoid deportation from France after his lawyer argued that he
risked a severe deterioration in his condition, and possibly premature death,
due to the dangerous levels of air pollution in his homeland. The ruling is
believed to be the first time environment was cited by a court in an
extradition hearing422.
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Burden for car ownership borne by non-car owners
High rates of car ownership also have other implications for the environment,
quality of life and freedom from discrimination. The number of global annual road
traffic deaths stands at 1.35 million and road traffic injuries are now the leading
killer of people aged 5-29 years. The burden is disproportionately borne by
pedestrians, cyclists and motorcyclists. WHO says that “the price paid for mobility is
too high”423.
A report by the Mayor of London found that in half of households that own two
cars, there is no one who drives to work. Where parking is on-street, it effectively
privatises what is in reality public space and deprives Londoners who do not own
cars of access to that space. This can also prevent changes to the allocation of
space on London’s streets which allow improvements such as segregated cycle
lanes, widened footpaths, bus lanes and amenity uses such as parklets, street art
and play space424. Nearly 30% of households in Europe have no access to a car but
those people pay the price of traffic without enjoying mobility benefits offered by
car ownership425.
As with fast fashion, the key to reducing one’s environmental and human
impact is not to buy the eco version of an SUV (Figure 9) but to rethink
transport entirely.
Figure 9: Ford EcoSport Ad.

Source: www.motor1.com/news/229795/ford-ecosport-expedition-olympic-ads/
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8.3 The food industry – unhealthy food, tonnes
of food waste and environmental damage
The cheap cost of food and associated promotions means that consumers buy –
and throw away – easily. A factory farmed chicken fillet may seem a bargain, but
what about the true cost? From environmental pollution to animal welfare, from a
human health crisis to trafficking for forced labour in food processing plants: it
adds up to a lot more than £1.50426.
The majority of the 43 largest global food and beverage companies fail to address
forced labour in their supply chains (Tesco is the best performing at 65 out of 100 in
the Food and Beverage Forced Labour Benchmark). These companies can only
drive effective change for their supply chain workers by accounting for the costs of
better working conditions in their pricing, and assessing the impact of payment
terms for suppliers427.
Globally, the food sector accounts for around 30% of the world’s total energy
consumption and accounts for around 22% of total GHG emissions. Yet each
year, around a third of all food produced – equivalent to 1.3 billion tonnes worth
around $1 trillion – ends up rotting in the bins of consumers and retailers, or
spoiling due to poor transportation and harvesting practices428. In 2018 annual
food waste within UK households, and the hospitality and food service, food
manufacture, retail and wholesale sectors, was around 9.5 million tonnes, 70% of
which was intended to be consumed by people (30% being the ‘inedible parts’).
This had a value of over £19 billion and is associated with more than 25 million
tonnes of GHG emissions429.
An important element of shifting to a healthy and sustainable food system is a
decrease in the production and consumption of meat, particularly beef, because of
the huge impact on the environment. UNEP encourages a “substantial worldwide
diet change, away from animal products” in order to reduce the equally substantial
negative environmental impacts meat and dairy consumption creates. UNEP
observes that animal products, both meat and dairy, require more resources and
cause higher emissions than plant-based alternatives, and that more than half of
the world’s crops are used to feed animals, not people430.
Protein crops (soybeans, lentils and chickpeas etc.) can provide benefits, such as
less disease and pest pressure, improved nitrogen management, lower nitrogen
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emissions and increased opportunities for farmers431. Yet over the past 50 years,
meat production has more than quadrupled to more than 320 million tonnes each
year (80 billion animals are slaughtered each year for meat)432.
Powerful industry lobbies remain intent on promoting the excessive
consumption of food known to cause ill-health and environmental damage,
including dairy, sugar and processed meat. In 2015, WHO classified the
consumption of processed meat433 as carcinogenic to humans, with red meat434 as
“probably carcinogenic”, finding “strong mechanistic evidence supporting a
carcinogenic effect”435. However, almost two-thirds of men and more than a
quarter of women in the UK eat too much red and processed meat436.
Coca-Cola is providing financial and logistical support to an NGO, the Global
Energy Balance Network, which promotes physical activity to offset a bad diet,
despite evidence that exercise has only minimal impact on weight compared with
what people consume, or that the relationship between weight and exercise is
controversial. According to a study in the American Journal of Preventative
Medicine, between 2011 to 2015, the Coca-Cola Company and PepsiCo lobbied
against 29 public health bills intended to reduce soda consumption or improve
nutrition437.
Advertising is hugely important to these sectors, for example:
● Advertising budgets for unhealthy food and drink far exceed healthy
products. Adverts for prepared convenience foods and confectionery
account for 60% of food advertising spend in the UK438.
● PepsiCo’s net revenue for the three months to March 23 2019 grew 2.6% to
$12.88 billion: “It is clear evidence that the advertising that we’ve been
putting into the market place is working,” said Hugh Johnston, chief
financial officer of PepsiCo439 (Figure 10).
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WHO IARC Monographs evaluate consumption of red meat and processed meat, 26 October
2015 http://www.iarc.fr/en/media-centre/pr/2015/pdfs/pr240_E.pdf
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environment; but battling the corporate lobby, 2018
https://liveencounters.net/2018-le-mag/03-march-2018/elizabeth-harrop-the-vegan-philosophy/
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Figure 10: Pepsi ad – inviting us to ask what we like … and it is probably not ill
health.

Source: PepsiCo and
https://variety.com/2020/biz/news/pepsi-advertising-slogan-thats-what-i-like-1203454944/
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9. Signs of progress

“Any advert in a public space that gives you
no choice whether you see it or not is
yours. It’s yours to take, re-arrange and
re-use. You can do whatever you like with
it. Asking for permission is like asking to
keep a rock someone just threw at your
head.
…They have re-arranged the world to put
themselves in front of you. They never
asked for your permission, don’t even start
asking for theirs.”
Banksy/Tejaratchi440

There are multiple initiatives underway to reframe people and communities as
rights-holding citizens, not just economy-supporting consumers, and to protect
and reclaim the environment. These may not be enough to arrest climate change
and redress human rights violations, but all are important examples of challenges
to a toxic status quo.
A small selection of examples are listed A-Z below.
Ad Net Zero is an Advertising Association-led initiative to curb emissions from the
advertising process and harness advertising’s power to support consumer
behaviour change441. Whilst these long overdue reflections on the industry's role in
the climate and ecological crisis are welcome, the initiative does not look at the
emissions impacts of “successful” advertising in selling more products (unlike
Ecoeffectiveness and the Great Reset below).
440

Artlyst, Banksy Calls For Revolution Against Bullying Advertisers, 2 March 2012
www.artlyst.com/news/banksy-calls-for-revolution-against-bullying-advertisers/ (this quote has also
been attributed to Sean Tejeratchi)
441
Ad Net Zero report December 2020 https://adassoc.org.uk/ad-net-zero/
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Adfree Cities highlights the problems with advertising, from environmental
impacts to mental health, and campaigns against billboards as part of a wider
struggle for social, ecological and economic justice, recognising that some
communities are impacted more by advertising due to issues of class, disability,
race, gender and the environmental conditions of different neighbourhoods
among other factors442.
Certified B Corporations seek to redefine success in business by putting social
and environmental impact on a par with profit. There are now over 3,700 B Corps
in 74 countries and covering 150 industry sectors443.
Badvertising is a new campaign to stop adverts fuelling the climate emergency.
This includes ads for cars, airline flights and fossil fuels444. The campaign lobbies for
immediate legislation against advertising the ‘dirtiest third’ of new cars sold in the
UK (comprising all cars in ranges with average emissions exceeding 160gCO2/km)
plus cars which are too large for a standard UK parking space, in a move
reminiscent of the Tobacco Advertising and Promotion Act 2002 which prohibited
cigarette adverts in the UK445.
Oxfam’s Behind the Brands campaign holds the world’s 10 largest food and
beverage companies to account for the human rights and environmental impacts
within their supply chains. A scorecard looks at seven themes, from women farm
workers and small-scale producers in the supply chain, to water rights and access
to water resources and its sustainable use. The ten companies are Associated
British Foods, Coca-Cola, Danone, General Mills, Kelloggs, Mars, Mondelēz
International, Nestlé, PepsiCo and Unilever which collectively generate revenues of
more than $1.1 billion per day446.
Brandalism is an international collective of artists that challenge corporate power,
greed and corruption around the world. Intervening into ad spaces that usually
celebrate consumption, Brandalism uses ‘subvertising’ to highlight social and
environmental justice issues that capitalism creates447. For example, changing the
BMW strapline “Embrace the unknown” to “Embrace the traffic jam”.

442

Adfree Cities, Our Vision, https://adfreecities.org.uk/our-vision-and-values/
Certified B Corporation https://bcorporation.net/
444
Badvertising, Badvertising – stop adverts fuelling the climate emergency op. cit.
445
Badvertising, Upselling Smoke, 2020
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ebd0080238e863d04911b51/t/5f21659998148a15d80ba9be/159602
4223673/Upselling+Smoke+FINAL+23+07+20.pdf
446
Oxfam, Behind the Brands www.behindthebrands.org/about/
447
Brandalism http://brandalism.ch/
443
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Source: Brandalism and Badvertising www.wearepossible.org/badvertising-share

The UN Special Rapporteur in the field of Cultural Rights, has noted that groups
are transforming, mocking and distorting the advertising messages disseminated
on billboards, in direct response to their messages and to contest the values and
aspirations they promote448.
The Burg Arts community billboard project in St Werburghs, Bristol showcases art
work as an alternative to corporate advertising in the area449.

Source: Adblock Bristol https://adfreecities.org.uk/bristol/burg-arts/
448
449

UN General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights A/69/286 op. cit.
Adblock Bristol, Burg Arts project https://adfreecities.org.uk/bristol/burg-arts/
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Advocacy by the Campaign for a Commercial Free Childhood led directly to
a record-setting US Federal Trade Commission settlement in 2019 that forced
Google and YouTube to limit data collection and targeted advertising on
kid-directed content. In 2017, it pressured Mattel to cancel the release of Aristotle,
an always-on digital assistant designed to “live” in kids’ bedrooms for birth to age
13. Its 2015 campaign against Hello Barbie, a doll that recorded children’s
conversations and shared them with unnamed third parties, led to rejection of the
toy – it sold just 10,000 of the expected 250,000 units. In 2009, it forced Disney to
pay more than $110 million in refunds after the company lied to parents about the
efficacy of their Baby Einstein videos450.
The Climate and Ecological Emergency Bill was introduced to the UK Parliament
in September 2020, with new targets in climate mitigation and ecological repair.
These include that the UK must implement measures to mitigate the impact of its
ecological footprint, both in the UK and as a consequence of its outsourced supply
chains451. However, the bill has received criticism for not going far enough to
protect the environment452.
The Conscious Advertising Network aims to promote advertising ethics in the
context of digital media including that consent should be informed and people
seen as active participants in their online experience; and that as forms of
advertising to or around children evolve, so should the safeguards to their
wellbeing453.
ClientEarth action against BP caused the OECD to set a precedent in 2020 for
action on misleading ad campaigns. The UK National Contact Point for the OECD
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises assessed ClientEarth’s world first
complaint as being material and substantiated, despite the complaint not
proceeding due to BP ending its ad campaign. While BP’s advertising focused on
clean energy, in reality, more than 96% of the company’s annual capital
expenditure is on oil and gas454.
A new Ecoeffectiveness measure seeks to examine advertising effectiveness by
analysing and tracking its carbon impact per item sold455 (Figure 9).

450

Campaign for a Commercial Free Childhood, Mission
https://commercialfreechildhood.org/mission-impact/
451
CEE Alliance, Climate and Ecological Emergency Bill Executive summary www.ceebill.uk/bill
452

Ministers accused of hypocrisy over ‘toothless’ environment bill, Guardian, 26 May 2021
www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/may/26/ministers-accused-of-hypocrisy-over-toothless-enviro
nment-bill
453
Conscious Advertising Network manifesto
www.consciousadnetwork.com/manifestos/overarching_manifesto.pdf
454
ClientEarth, BP greenwashing complaint sets precedent for action on misleading ad campaigns, 17
June 2020
www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/bp-greenwashing-complaint-sets-precedent-for-action
-on-misleading-ad-campaigns/ and UK National Contact Point (UK NCP) for the OECD Guidelines for
Multinational Enterprises, Decision
Initial Assessment: ClientEarth complaint to the UK NCP about BP, 16 June 2020
www.gov.uk/government/publications/client-earth-complaint-to-the-uk-ncp-about-bp/initial-assessme
nt-clientearth-complaint-to-the-uk-ncp-about-bp
455
IPA, Ecoeffectiveness: the missing measure in the climate crisis
https://ipa.co.uk/effworks/effworksglobal-2020/ecoeffectiveness-the-missing-measure-in-the-climate-cri
sis/
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Figure 9: Calculating the carbon impact of advertising

Source:
https://ipa.co.uk/effworks/effworksglobal-2020/ecoeffectiveness-the-missing-measure-in-the
-climate-crisis/

In June 2020 the Gambling Related Harm All Party Parliamentary Group
released its final report following a year-long inquiry into online gambling harm.
The report contains 30 recommendations including a ban on all gambling
advertising456.
Global Action Plan’s Compassion Not Consumerism campaign is host to a range
of projects aimed at challenging consumerism as a prevailing value system457.
Projects include Flickers of the Future to change the dystopian narrative into one
where humans and planet thrive together, as told by young people; end
surveillance advertising to kids; the Goals for Good course to help young people
challenge traditional notions of success and explore ways to wellbeing; and
#Idontbuyit which supports young people and parents to challenge the pressure
to consume, set their own vision for what a happier, more sustainable future might
look like and build a resilience to the toxic culture of looks, likes and shopping.
The narrow parameters of GDP fail to tell an accurate story of whether life is
improving, where the gaps are, or who is being left behind. Gross Domestic
Wellbeing (GDWe) offers a holistic alternative to GDP as a measure of social
progress458.
The Great Reset is a UK-based creative industry movement aimed at resetting
advertising and marketing industry professionals to become agents of change;
resetting their work to promote sustainable values, attitudes and behaviours; and
resetting the impact of advertising and marketing by re-evaluating what is
measured (for example, always reporting the net impact of advertising on the GHG

456

Gambling Related Harm All Party Parliamentary Group, Final Report of the Inquiry into Online
Gambling Harm http://grh-appg.com/
457
Global Action Plan, Compassion Not Consumerism
www.globalactionplan.org.uk/compassion-not-consumerism/about-compassion-not-consumerism
458
Carnegie UK Trust, Gross Domestic Wellbeing (GDWe): an alternative measure of social progress
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/gross-domestic-wellbeing-gdwe-an-alternative-measu
re-of-social-progress/
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emissions of its target audiences) and celebrated as ‘success’459. The Great Reset
acknowledges that the advertising and marketing industry is a key player in
driving consumption and as such it bears great weight and responsibility when it
comes to the eradication of destructive habits and practices. It builds on research
showing that a third of people in the UK say they value material possessions less vs.
before the COVID-19 lockdown460.
In October 2020 the Green Party announced it is to campaign for an advertising
ban on polluting products like SUVs and long-haul flights. The plan is modelled on
the tobacco advertising ban, which was introduced in stages in the UK from 2003
to 2005461.
The Welsh Well-being of Future Generations Act – which seeks to transform the
way public bodies in Wales are improving social, cultural and environmental as
well as economic well-being – is the only legislation of its type in the World and has
been regarded by the United Nations as a role-model for other countries to
follow462.

459

The Great Reset https://greatreset.com/
Purpose Disruptors, The Great Reset, Reshaping the Marketing Communications Industry to Serve
People and Planet, 2020 https://greatreset.com/files/TheGreatReset.pdf
461
Independent, Greens call for advertising ban on polluting cars and flights, 11 October 2020
www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/green-party-advertising-ban-high-carbon-cars-suv-flights-b96
3789.html
462
Future Generations Commissioner for Wales
https://www.futuregenerations.wales/making-it-happen/international/
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10. Conclusions and
recommendations

“The Earth does not expect you to save her,
she expects you to respect her.”
Nemonte Nenquimo, cofounder of the
Indigenous-led non-profit organisation Ceibo Alliance

Over-production and the over-consumption encouraged by the advertising
industry, have to stop.
Our planet cannot support the scale of plundering of the earth, the scale of waste,
the scale of reckless spending on stuff-we-don’t-need, and the mismanagement of
the world’s resources. We are part of nature, so as we destroy it and exploit it, we
destroy and exploit ourselves.
Individuals and communities are reclaiming their right to health, to culture, to
self-determination. No one can afford to step back and say “you can’t expect me to
be responsible for all that”. The “all” is all of us. Take responsibility for what you can,
and take it now.
This report has the following five key recommendations:
Recommendation 1: Reframe human beings as citizens and as caretakers of
each other and the natural world, instead of as consumers. This applies to
multiple spheres of life, from media and advertising messages, to education
curricula and social norms. Individuals and communities can start this
reconceptualisation by asking themselves: what values have I ingested from
consumer culture which I am now free to reject?
Recommendation 2: Boycott advertisers who fail to respect human rights and
the environment. This means products and brands which threaten our children’s
health; which stereotype and sexualise; which contaminate our communities
through billboards; and which sell us stuff-we-don’t-need and unhealthy products,
in order to profiteer from the impoverishment of our mental, physical and
environmental wellbeing.
Recommendation 3: Frame consumerism as a human rights and
environmental issue. Consumerism is not a trend or a way of life, it is a
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fundamental violation of multiple human and environmental rights and needs to
be named as such.
Recommendation 4: Utilise the human rights treaties and commitments
outlined in this report to campaign against advertising and consumerism and
to hold government and corporations to account. This can be done through
government advocacy, through highlighting commitments and standards in
campaigning, and through complaints to the various human rights committees.
Recommendation 5: Celebrate the progress being made and maintain
momentum and action. The examples of progress in Section 9 have taken
commitment, effort and original ideas. Communities of inspired people make a
difference. Be a part of it.

98

Annex 1: UK political party
manifestos and ethical
advertising
The following table highlights examples from political party manifestos which are
either directly – or indirectly – related to limiting harms from advertising and
marketing.
Table 3: Extracts from political party manifestos
Party
Conservative
Party463

Example of commitments directly or indirectly related to ethical
marketing
●
●

●
●
●

Green Party464

●

●
●
●
●

●

463

We will invest in nature, helping us to reach our Net Zero target with a
£640 million new Nature for Climate fund.
Our Government’s stewardship of the natural environment, its focus on
protecting the countryside and reducing plastic waste, is a source of
immense pride.
We will lead the global fight against climate change by delivering on our
world-leading target of Net Zero GHG emissions by 2050.
We will invest in preventing disease as well as curing it. We will tackle …
childhood obesity.
But we also want to give you security – safe and pleasant streets, and the
ability to take pride and comfort from the community around you…we as
Conservatives believe you can and must trust people and communities
to make the decisions that are right for them.
The Green New Deal … is a comprehensive ten-year plan ambitious
enough to tackle climate and ecological breakdown at the scale and
speed set out by science. It will deliver a fast and fair transformation of
our economy and society, renewing almost every aspect of life in the UK:
from the way we produce and consume energy, to the way in which we
grow the food we eat, and how we work, travel, and heat our homes.
Reforming government to better combat the Climate Emergency.
Ban advertising for flights.
Prohibit commercial advertising of alcohol (and all other drugs).
Introduce participatory budgeting, to enable local citizens to decide how
to allocate part of the council budget, through identifying, discussing
and prioritising public spending projects, and having real power to
decide how money is spent.
Introduce a regulatory framework for online harms to ensure social
media companies take responsibility for how their platforms are being
used and invest in technological solutions to address misogyny and
online harassment.

The Conservative and Unionist Party Manifesto 2019
https://assets-global.website-files.com/5da42e2cae7ebd3f8bde353c/5dda924905da587992a064ba_Cons
ervative%202019%20Manifesto.pdf
464
Green Party Manifesto 2019
www.greenparty.org.uk/assets/files/Elections/Green%20Party%20Manifesto%202019.pdf
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●

●
●

●
●

Labour Party465

●

●

●

●

●

●

Liberal
Democrats
Party466

●
●

●

●
●

465

Establish a new press regulatory regime which will allow women to
make formal complaints about media coverage that will encourage
misogyny against women.
Promote children’s access to healthy food and tackle childhood obesity.
Education can and should unlock creativity and enable self-expression
across all ages…enable more outdoor lessons, where children will learn
more about nature, animals and the environment, and a new Nature
GCSE.
Create a new Ministry for the Interior that will be fully committed to
upholding human rights.
Retain the Human Rights Act and reaffirm the UK’s commitment to the
European Convention on Human Rights.

Labour led the UK Parliament in declaring a climate and environmental
emergency. The next Labour government will lead the world in fighting
it, with a plan to drive up living standards by transforming our economy
into one low in carbon, rich in good jobs, radically fairer and more
democratic.
Labour will put the voices of local people at the heart of planning. We
will rebalance power in the planning system by giving local government
greater freedom to set planning fees and by requiring the climate and
environmental emergency to be factored into all planning decisions.
Dynamic alignment on workers’ rights, consumer rights and
environmental protections so that UK standards keep pace across
Europe as a minimum, allowing the UK to lead the way, not fall behind.
We will invest in children’s oral health, tackle childhood obesity and
extend the sugar tax to milk drinks. We will ban fast-food restaurants
near schools and enforce stricter rules around the advertising of junk
food and levels of salt in food.
A Labour government will curb gambling advertising in sports and
introduce a new Gambling Act fit for the digital age, establishing
gambling limits, a levy for problem gambling funding and mechanisms
for consumer compensations.
We will put children at the heart of everything we do, developing a
cross-governmental National Strategy for Childhood focusing on health,
security, well-being and poverty. We will give effect to the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Standing up for human rights by championing the Human Rights Act.
Reform fiduciary duty and company purpose rules to ensure that all
large companies have a formal statement of corporate purpose,
including considerations such as community benefit and ethical
practice, and that they report formally on the wider impact of the
business on society and the environment.
Develop a strategy to tackle childhood obesity including restricting the
marketing of junk food to children, and closing loopholes in the Soft
Drinks Industry Levy. We will extend it to include juice- and milk-based
drinks that are high in added sugar.
Restrict gambling advertising.
Restrict how products high in fat, salt and sugar are marketed and
advertised by multiple retailers.

Labour Party Manifesto 2019
https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Real-Change-Labour-Manifesto-2019.pdf
466
Liberal Democrats Manifesto 2019
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/57307/attachments/original/1574876236/Stop_Br
exit_and_Build_a_Brighter_Future.pdf?1574876236
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●
●
●

●

●

●

Election
2010
Coalition
Government
between
the
Conservatives
and
Liberal
Democrats467

467

●

We will introduce a Zero-Waste and Resource Efficiency Act to ensure
that the UK moves towards a circular economy.
We will protect the natural environment and reverse biodiversity loss at
the same time as combating climate change.
Introduce a general duty of care for the environment and human rights –
requiring companies, financial institutions and public sector agencies to
exercise due diligence in avoiding specified activities such as child
labour or modern slavery, or specified products such as commodities
produced with deforestation, in their operations and supply chains, and
to report on their actions.
We will give every child the best start in life, no matter their ability or
background, and we will empower them to make the most of the
challenges ahead.
Replace Ofsted with a new HM Inspector of Schools. Inspections should
take place every three years and should consider a broader range of
factors including the social and emotional development of children, and
the wellbeing of staff and pupils.
Challenge gender stereotyping and early sexualisation, working with
schools to promote positive body image and break down outdated
perceptions of gender appropriateness of particular academic subjects.
We will crack down on irresponsible advertising and marketing,
especially to children. We will also take steps to tackle the
commercialisation and sexualisation of childhood.

Election 2010 Coalition Government: Families and Children
https://general-election-2010.co.uk/full-conservative-and-liberal-democrat-coalition-government-agree
ment/election-2010-coalition-government-families-and-children/
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Annex 2: SDGs relevant to
challenging advertising and the
promotion of consumerism
For a full list of SDGs and targets see
www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/

Goal 1: No Poverty
●

1.4 By 2030, ensure that all men and women, in particular the poor and the
vulnerable, have equal rights to economic resources, as well as access to
basic services, ownership and control over land and other forms of
property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new technology and
financial services, including microfinance.

Goal 2: Zero Hunger
●

●

2.1 By 2030, end hunger and ensure access by all people, in particular the
poor and people in vulnerable situations, including infants, to safe,
nutritious and sufficient food all year round.
2.4 By 2030, ensure sustainable food production systems and implement
resilient agricultural practices that increase productivity and production,
that help maintain ecosystems, that strengthen capacity for adaptation to
climate change, extreme weather, drought, flooding and other disasters
and that progressively improve land and soil quality.

Goal 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all
ages
●

●
●
●
●

3.4 By 2030, reduce by one third premature mortality from
non-communicable diseases through prevention and treatment and
promote mental health and well-being.
3.5 Strengthen the prevention and treatment of substance abuse,
including narcotic drug abuse and harmful use of alcohol.
3.6 By 2020, halve the number of global deaths and injuries from road
traffic accidents.
3.9 By 2030, substantially reduce the number of deaths and illnesses from
hazardous chemicals and air, water and soil pollution and contamination.
3.A Strengthen the implementation of the World Health Organization
(WHO) Framework Convention on Tobacco Control in all countries, as
appropriate.

Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and
promote lifelong learning
●

102

4.7 By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills
needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others,
through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles,
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and

non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and
of culture’s contribution to sustainable development

Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and
girls
●
●

●

●

5.1 End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere
5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public
and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of
exploitation
5.5 Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal
opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political,
economic and public life
5.C Adopt and strengthen sound policies and enforceable legislation for
the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of all women
and girls at all levels

Goal 6: Ensure access to water and sanitation for all
●
●
●

6.1 By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable
drinking water for all
6.6 By 2020, protect and restore water-related ecosystems, including
mountains, forests, wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes
6.A By 2030, expand international cooperation and capacity-building
support to developing countries in water- and sanitation-related activities
and programmes, including water harvesting, desalination, water
efficiency, wastewater treatment, recycling and reuse technologies

Goal 7: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and
modern energy
●
●
●

7.2 By 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable energy in the
global energy mix
7.3 By 2030, double the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency
7.A By 2030, enhance international cooperation to facilitate access to clean
energy research and technology, including renewable energy, energy
efficiency and advanced and cleaner fossil-fuel technology, and promote
investment in energy infrastructure and clean energy technology

Goal 8: Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth,
employment and decent work for all
●

●
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8.4 Improve progressively, through 2030, global resource efficiency in
consumption and production and endeavour to decouple economic
growth from environmental degradation, in accordance with the 10-year
framework of programmes on sustainable consumption and production,
with developed countries taking the lead
8.7 Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end
modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and
elimination of the worst forms of child labour, including recruitment and
use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms

●

8.8 Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working
environments for all workers, including migrant workers, in particular
women migrants, and those in precarious employment

Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable
industrialisation and foster innovation
●

●

9.2 Promote inclusive and sustainable industrialisation and, by 2030,
significantly raise industry’s share of employment and gross domestic
product, in line with national circumstances, and double its share in least
developed countries
9.4 By 2030, upgrade infrastructure and retrofit industries to make them
sustainable, with increased resource-use efficiency and greater adoption
of clean and environmentally sound technologies and industrial processes,
with all countries taking action in accordance with their respective
capabilities

Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries
●

10.1 By 2030, progressively achieve and sustain income growth of the
bottom 40% of the population at a rate higher than the national average

Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
●

●
●

●

11.2 By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable
transport systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding
public transport, with special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable
situations, women, children, persons with disabilities and older persons
11.4 Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and
natural heritage
11.6 By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental impact of cities,
including by paying special attention to air quality and municipal and
other waste management
11.7 By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible,
green and public spaces, in particular for women and children, older
persons and persons with disabilities

Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production
patterns
●

●
●

●
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12.1 Implement the 10-year framework of programmes on sustainable
consumption and production, all countries taking action, with developed
countries taking the lead, taking into account the development and
capabilities of developing countries
12.2 By 2030, achieve the sustainable management and efficient use of
natural resources
12.3 By 2030, halve per capita global food waste at the retail and consumer
levels and reduce food losses along production and supply chains,
including post-harvest losses
12.4 By 2020, achieve the environmentally sound management of
chemicals and all wastes throughout their life cycle, in accordance with
agreed international frameworks, and significantly reduce their release to

●
●

●
●

●

●

●

air, water and soil in order to minimise their adverse impacts on human
health and the environment
12.5 By 2030, substantially reduce waste generation through prevention,
reduction, recycling and reuse
12.6 Encourage companies, especially large and transnational companies,
to adopt sustainable practices and to integrate sustainability information
into their reporting cycle
12.7 Promote public procurement practices that are sustainable, in
accordance with national policies and priorities
12.8 By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information
and awareness for sustainable development and lifestyles in harmony with
nature
12.A Support developing countries to strengthen their scientific and
technological capacity to move towards more sustainable patterns of
consumption and production
12.B Develop and implement tools to monitor sustainable development
impacts for sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local
culture and products
12.C Rationalise inefficient fossil-fuel subsidies that encourage wasteful
consumption by removing market distortions, in accordance with national
circumstances, including by restructuring taxation and phasing out those
harmful subsidies, where they exist, to reflect their environmental impacts,
taking fully into account the specific needs and conditions of developing
countries and minimizing the possible adverse impacts on their
development in a manner that protects the poor and the affected
communities

Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its
impacts
●
●

13.2 Integrate climate change measures into national policies, strategies
and planning
13.3 Improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional
capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and
early warning

Goal 14: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and
marine resources
●

●

●
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14.1 By 2025, prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds,
in particular from land-based activities, including marine debris and
nutrient pollution
14.2 By 2020, sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal
ecosystems to avoid significant adverse impacts, including by
strengthening their resilience, and take action for their restoration in order
to achieve healthy and productive oceans
14.4 By 2020, effectively regulate harvesting and end overfishing, illegal,
unreported and unregulated fishing and destructive fishing practices and
implement science-based management plans, in order to restore fish
stocks in the shortest time feasible, at least to levels that can produce
maximum sustainable yield as determined by their biological
characteristics

●

●
●

14.6 By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies which contribute
to overcapacity and overfishing, eliminate subsidies that contribute to
illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and refrain from introducing
new such subsidies, recognizing that appropriate and effective special and
differential treatment for developing and least developed countries should
be an integral part of the World Trade Organization fisheries subsidies
negotiation
14.B Provide access for small-scale artisanal fishers to marine resources
and markets
14.C Enhance the conservation and sustainable use of oceans and their
resources by implementing international law as reflected in UNCLOS,
which provides the legal framework for the conservation and sustainable
use of oceans and their resources, as recalled in paragraph 158 of The
Future We Want

Goal 15: Sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, halt
and reverse land degradation, halt biodiversity loss
●

●

●

●

15.1 By 2020, ensure the conservation, restoration and sustainable use of
terrestrial and inland freshwater ecosystems and their services, in
particular forests, wetlands, mountains and drylands, in line with
obligations under international agreements
15.2 By 2020, promote the implementation of sustainable management of
all types of forests, halt deforestation, restore degraded forests and
substantially increase afforestation and reforestation globally
15.5 Take urgent and significant action to reduce the degradation of
natural habitats, halt the loss of biodiversity and, by 2020, protect and
prevent the extinction of threatened species
15.9 By 2020, integrate ecosystem and biodiversity values into national and
local planning, development processes, poverty reduction strategies and
accounts

Goal 16: Promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies
●
●
●
●
●
●

●
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16.1 Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related death rates
everywhere
16.2 End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against
and torture of children
16.6 Develop effective, accountable and transparent institutions at all levels
16.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative
decision-making at all levels
16.8 Broaden and strengthen the participation of developing countries in
the institutions of global governance
16.10 Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental
freedoms, in accordance with national legislation and international
agreements
16.B Promote and enforce non-discriminatory laws and policies for
sustainable development

Goal 17: Revitalise the global partnership for sustainable
development
●

●

17.16 Enhance the global partnership for sustainable development,
complemented by multi-stakeholder partnerships that mobilise and share
knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources, to support the
achievement of the sustainable development goals in all countries, in
particular developing countries
17.17 Encourage and promote effective public, public-private and civil
society partnerships, building on the experience and resourcing strategies
of partnerships
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Adfree Cities is a network of groups across the UK who are concerned about how
corporate advertising affects our health, wellbeing, environment, climate,
communities and local economies. We work towards policy change, showcase
alternatives, organise locally to stop new advertising sites in UK cities, and
produce resources to raise awareness about the impacts of commercial
advertising.
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