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Abstract 

The media plays an important role in our everyday lives, including the lives of preschool-aged 

children. Simultaneously, television is an important factor that influences both children's food 

choices and eating customs, leading to an increase in childhood obesity rates. In order to ana-

lyse what relationship watching television has with the eating behaviours of preschool-aged 

children, Wardle et al.’s (2001) 35-item Children's Eating Behaviour Questionnaire, along 

with questions regarding the children’s media usage, was administered to parents of children 

aged 3–7. The resulting sample of size N=365 was analysed via a one-way ANOVA, and the 

findings show that certain eating behaviours are linked to television consumption. These 

findings are important in relation to the growing evidence that child obesity is strongly linked 

with the television viewing habits of pre-school aged children (Twarog 2015). 
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A M I T  N É Z Ü N K ,  A Z T  E S S Z Ü K ?   

A z  ó v o d á s k o r ú  g y e r m e k e k  t e l e v í z i ó z á s a  é s  é t k e z é s i  

v i s e l k e d é s e  k ö z ö t t i  ö s s z e f ü g g é s  v i z s g á l a t a   

K á s l e r  T i n a  T í m e a   

Absztrakt 

A média egyre fontosabb szerepet játszik az életünkben, melyből már az óvodáskorú gyer-

mekeket sem zárhatjuk ki. Ezzel egyidejűleg a televízió fontos tényező, amely befolyásolja a 

gyermekek étel választását, de befolyásolja az étkezési szokásokat is, ami a gyermekkori el-

hízás arányának növekedéséhez vezet. Annak érdekében, hogy elemezzük: a televíziózás 

milyen összefüggésben van az óvodáskorú gyermekek étkezési szokásaival, Wardle et al. 

(2001) Children's Eating Behaviour kérdőívét vizsgálták 3-7 éves gyermekek szüleivel. Az 

N=365-es mintát egy-utas ANOVA táblák alapján elemeztük. Az eredmények kimutatták, 

hogy bizonyos táplálkozási szokások kapcsolódnak a televíziós fogyasztáshoz. Ezek az ered-

mények különösen fontosak, hisz egyre több kutatás alátámasztja, hogy az óvodáskorú 

gyermekek elhízása nagymértékben összefügg a televíziós fogyasztással (Twarog 2015). 

Kulcsszavak 
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Introduction 

The influence of the media does not stop at advertising. The questions regarding the rela-

tionship between the media and the audience have therefore shifted from whether mass com-

munication tools affect consumers to how media content can influence people's thinking and 

behaviour (Tóth 2018). In recent years, television has been linked to alterations in children’s 

eating behaviours (Hertzler and Frary 1999) and obesity (Crespo et al. 2001; Francis and 

Birch 2006; Proctor et al. 2003; Ouwens et al. 2012; Cox et al. 2012; Twarog 2015). Re-

gardless of the growth in online marketing, television is still the primary medium used for 

advertising food and drink products to children (Landon 2013; Whalen et al. 2017). In 2016, 

over 20.300 food, beverage, and restaurant companies spent approximately $13.5 billion on 

advertising in all media. In the US, children see an average of 10-11 such television ad-

vertisements per day or approximately 4000 advertisements per year (Rudd Center 2017). 

This same problem is also increasingly prevalent in Hungary. According to Hofmeister-Tóth 

(2016), although health is the most important value to Hungarians, in terms of achievement, it 

is ranked only 14th within the general population. Thus, healthy eating and food shopping is 

not a significant factor for Hungarians, although a small segment of the population is health 

conscious and seeks healthy nutritional characteristics (Dörnyei et al. 2014). As a matter of 

fact, 19% of Hungarian children aged 8–12 visit fast-food chains at least once a month 

(Neulinger 2015).  

Children focus their attention naturally on persuasive techniques, as well as visual ef-

fects such as animation. Emotional appeals distract children from other aspects of adverts 

such as, for example, nutritional disclaimers or product information (Wicks et al. 2009). 

However, past research, such as that done by Oates et al. (2002), has shown that preschool 

children do not understand the persuasive intent of an advertisement, thus they are more vul-

nerable to advertisements than older children. An analysis of screen time among children aged 

2–6 years found that the majority of studies reported a significant association between 

television viewing and adverse dietary outcomes. Aside from measuring exposure, little is 

known about the eating behaviours linked to screen time amongst young children. Many 

eating behaviours emerge prior to school admission, suggesting a need to support caregivers 

in establishing healthy eating habits (Blaine et al. 2016). 
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Literature review 

As discussed previously, children are exposed to a wide range of advertising through the me-

dia. Thus, it is vital to grasp the ways in which children process the various content they are 

exposed to through the media on a daily basis in order to understand how such exposure 

might affect their eating practices. Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal and Owen (2010) studied the 

way young people process commercialized media content and created the Processing of Com-

mercial Media Content (PCMC) model. In their model, they highlight three levels of per-

suasion processing: the systematic, heuristic, and automatic levels. The authors state that each 

level may lead to attitude formation, which affects consumer behaviour. However, in early 

childhood, children lack the necessary information-processing skills and market-related expe-

rience to process a persuasive message. Thus, systematic and heuristic processing are less 

likely; therefore, children are influenced more by the automatic process. The paper then takes 

the model further by connecting it to the limited capacity model of mediated message 

processing (LCMP) introduced by Lang (2000) by comparing the possible ratios between re-

sources allocated (RA) and the resources required (RR) by the message (Buijzen, Van Reij-

mersdal and Owen 2010). However, Rozendaal et al. (2011) argue that due to the affect-based 

nature of contemporary advertising, children process advertising mainly under conditions of 

low elaboration and are therefore not likely to use their advertising knowledge as a critical 

defence. Literature on cognitive development also claims that children's ability to use adver-

tising knowledge as a defence is limited by their undeveloped executive functioning and emo-

tional regulation skills. Hence, two dimensions need to be taken into account: advertising lite-

racy performance, which takes into account the actual use of conceptual advertising know-

ledge, and attitudinal advertising literacy, which includes low-effort, attitudinal mechanisms 

that can function as a defence under conditions of low elaboration (Rozendaal et al. 2011).  

To explore how advertisements further affect children, theories of cognitive develop-

ment that address age-based differences in children’s understanding of commercial content 

must also be mentioned. A pioneer in this field, Piaget, developed a theory of cognitive deve-

lopment (Piaget 1970) that explains observed patterns of behaviour. The theory proposes that 

children’s development can be defined in four stages. According to Piaget (1970), the period 

from 3 to 7 years of age represents the so-called “preoperational stage”. At this stage, children 

use words and movements to represent reality; however, the representations are rather ego-

centric, as children in this age group cannot distinguish the points of view of others from their 

own (McAlister and Cornwell 2010). Interestingly, Piaget’s (1970) cognitive theory also 

states, that children younger than 7 years are incapable of thinking about abstractions, such as 

symbols, making it difficult for them to make associations with brands and logos. Commer-

cials targeting children are designed to attract and hold children’s attention using lively 

action, sound effects and music. Audio features are particularly important in gaining chil-

dren’s attention, as they have more recruiting power than visual features, i.e., interesting 

sounds attract children who are not looking at the television. These findings are consistent 

with Piaget’s insight that young children are especially focused on the attention-getting per-

ceptual qualities of presentations (Calvert 2008). 

Within the eating behaviours of children associated with television consumption, snack-

ing has been a widely discussed issue. One of the first studies in this field was conducted by 

Gorn and Goldberg (1982). One group of preschool-aged children were exposed to 2 weeks of 

daily televised food and beverage messages at a summer camp, while the second group was 

not; this exposure eventually altered the children's afternoon snack choices. Children who 

viewed candy commercials picked significantly more candy over fruit.  

Removing the candy commercials encouraged the selection of fruit, as did exposing the 

children to fruit commercials or nutritional public service announcements (Gorn and Gold-
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berg 1982). With regards to snacking, Anderson and Anderson (2010) found that, in general, 

non-nutritious foods are as common as nutritious foods, while the consumption of non-nutri-

tious food is usually reinforced. A study by Bower and Sandall (2002) showed that 7- to 8-

year-old children exhibited an overall preference for sweets and chocolate over fruit and 

snacks containing cereal. Taste was the main reason given for snack choices, usually in spite 

of other snacks being associated with healthy images. Choice was also dependent on parental 

influence and availability (Bower and Sandall 2002). In addition, snacking is more common 

than proper meals, and eating is often shown to be rushed (Anderson and Anderson 2010).  

While Francis and Birch (2006) found that television viewing may either increase or re-

duce children’s intake, depending on prior experiences with eating during television viewing. 

This finding suggests the possibility that children who are given opportunities to eat while 

watching television may become less sensitive to internal cues of satiety. Television viewing 

reduced energy intake during meals and snacks for some children; however, others who were 

accustomed to eating during television viewing increased their food intake (Francis and Birch 

2006). In addition, Ouwens, Cebolla and Van Strien (2012) found that television viewing was 

positively associated with snacking, external eating and emotional eating, but it was not 

associated with BMI (eating in response to negative emotions). Furthermore, emotional eating 

significantly moderated the relation between television viewing and snacking, whereas dietary 

restraint and external eating did not (Ouwens, Cebolla and Van Strien 2012). The results sug-

gest that children show a biological reaction to emotional stressors by not eating when in 

distress and that emotional overeating is a developed response that television viewing could 

strengthen. Furthermore, a recent study found that although the effect sizes were small, 

watching television during meals was associated with an unhealthier intake of some food 

groups, such as sugar-sweetened beverages and chips, while fruit consumption decreased 

(Trofholz 2019).  

The reason why snacking is so immensely analysed within this field is that an increased 

amount of snacking can lead to obesity, which is probably the most researched topic within 

this specific field. Longitudinal research has determined that there is a direct relationship be-

tween the time spent watching television and obesity. Furthermore, every additional hour spent 

watching television increased obesity by 2% (Gortmaker et al. 1996; Crespo et al. 2001; Proc-

tor et al. 2003; Cox et al. 2012; Twarog 2015). In addition, Halford et al. (2007) found that 

exposure to food advertising increased food intake in all children. This finding was later repli-

cated in 5- to 7-year-old children (Halford et al. 2007). Interestingly, a further study demon-

strated that this increase in intake was largest amongst obese children (Halford et al. 2008). 

However, other studies have tried to find links between healthy eating habits and watching 

television. For example, FitzPatrick et al. (2007) tested the independent associations of eating 

dinner as a family and having the television on during dinner with child feeding behaviours. A 

family eating dinner together was positively associated with serving fruits or vegetables; these 

servings decreased with each night the television was on during dinner (FitzPatrick et al. 

2007). Additionally, watching television has been found to decrease children’s awareness of 

food consumption (often resulting in greater food intake) and encourage the development of 

non-hungry eating habits (Francis and Birch 2006). 

At the same time, unhealthy eating can be linked to viewing television in general, as 

several studies involving children have shown that children who were exposed to advertised 

foods were more likely to choose and consume those foods compared to children who were 

not exposed to those advertisements (Halford et al. 2007). In order to examine whether tele-

vised food commercials influence preschool children's food preferences, two groups of chil-

dren were exposed to the same videotape, but one group watched the videotape with embed-

ded commercials, whereas the other group did not. The children who watched the embedded 

commercials were significantly more likely to choose the advertised items than the children 
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who did not see the commercials (Borzekowski and Robinson 2001). In their paper, Marshall 

et al. (2007) examined children’s experiences with, and influences regarding, foods high in 

fat, salt and sugar. The survey, which was conducted in New Zealand, claimed that food 

advertisements represented one-third of the favourite advertisements mentioned by children in 

a survey. Most of the named advertisements were for confectionary items, fast foods and 

drinks. Additionally, Glast and White (1976) found that the items the children requested the 

most were cereals and candies and that these were the items most frequently advertised. A 

similar study by Akas (2006) revealed that 89.6% of children either drank or ate something 

while watching television and that the foods they consumed most while watching television 

were fruits, soft drinks, popcorn/nuts, cake, chips and candy/chocolate. The results also re-

vealed that 40.3% of the children asked their parents to purchase the goods that they saw in 

television advertisements and that 8.9% of them argued with their parents in order to convince 

them to buy that particular product. Children also tended to request more sweetened products 

such as candy, ice cream, biscuits, cakes and soft drinks. The food content and messages de-

picted in popular children's picture books were also examined. These results were then com-

pared with findings in the literature on food messages presented in children's television pro-

grams. The ratio of healthy foods to nutrient-poor foods was higher in the books. However, as 

in television, the books emphasized the desirability of sweetened foods (Goldman and Des-

cartes 2016). 

The role of parents and mealtime has also been researched with regards to the eating 

behaviours of preschool-aged children. Bowman and Harris (2003), for example, compared 

the dietary choices and television-viewing statuses of preschool-aged children living in single-

parent and two-parent households. They found that children in single-parent households 

watched more television and ate unhealthier food. A study by Wenhold and Harrison (2016) 

looked into the quality of family mealtimes, focusing specifically on mealtime harmony, 

mealtime ritualization and children’s food intake. The study found that watching television 

during family meals was a significant predictor of less mealtime ritualization, with the chil-

dren also tending to eat fewer fruits and vegetables. However, mealtime harmony did not de-

crease. Another study found that children of migrants and parents with low educational levels 

had more body fat, ate more meals and snacks while watching television and ingested more 

fruit and fatty foods compared with their respective counterparts. Migrant was defined as at 

least one parent born out of Switzerland while low educational level was as at least one parent 

with no education beyond obligatory school. Children of parents with low educational levels 

also consumed less water and fewer vegetables than their counterparts (Ebenegger et al. 2011). 

In 2011 and 2013, children who had parents with no formal or only primary school educations 

displayed significantly higher consumption rates for soft drinks containing sugar and potato 

chips and other salty snacks and significantly lower consumption rates for fresh fruit, vege-

tables and cheese (Pérez et al. 2017). It was also found that parental television role modelling 

had long-term effects on children's weight statuses in adulthood. Frequent television viewing 

on the part of the parents increased the children's weight statuses through two distinct path-

ways: via weight status in young adulthood and via educational attainment and adult televi-

sion viewing habits (Notten, Kraaykamp and Tolsma 2013). Finally, children who spent more 

than 2 hours per day in front of the television were more likely to live in large urban areas, to 

have mothers with low educational levels, and to be overweight compared to children who 

watched television less than 2 hours per day. Moreover, it was observed that the television 

viewing times of participants’ mothers and fathers were longer among children whose tele-

vision viewing times were greater than or equal to 2 hours per day compared to those with 

television viewing times of less than 2 hours a day (Manios 2009). Furthermore, a recent 

study suggested that the combination of parental influence and television consumption in-

creases the chance of picky eating. The study by Cole et al. (2018) found that a higher sense 

https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Wenhold%2C+Halie
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Harrison%2C+Kristen
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of positive climate during family meals and mealtime ritualization were associated with lower 

odds of fussy eating behavior one year later. The paper suggested that the home feeding envi-

ronment plays a role in the development of young children's fussy eating behavior. Avoiding 

the television and maintaining parental control of food choices during mealtimes could lead to 

improvements in children's food preferences and dietary intake (Cole et al. 2018).  

This paper uses the Child Eating Behaviour Questionnaire developed by Wardle et al. 

(2001) to assess eight dimensions of a child’s eating style: responsiveness to food, enjoyment 

of food, satiety responsiveness, slowness in eating, fussiness, emotional overeating, emotional 

undereating, and desire to drink (Wardle et al. 2001). Several studies have incorporated this 

instrument or parts of it. For example, it was used in the study by Ainuki and Rie (2011), 

which aimed to explore associations between children’s appetites and maternal feeding 

practices. Children’s appetite patterns were associated with parental feeding practices, partic-

ularly their snacking behaviour. Mothers with “both low enjoyment of, and responsiveness  

to, food” children were more likely to use pressure to encourage the children to eat than were 

mothers of children in the other groups. Mothers with children in the “both high” group were 

more likely to employ instrumental feeding. Mothers with “high enjoyment of food and low 

food responsiveness” children were more likely to feed snacks once per day; on the other 

hand, mothers with “both high” children were more likely to feed snacks more than twice per 

day. Mothers with “both low” children were less likely to have an established snack time 

(Ainuki and Rie 2011). Another study explored associations between a child’s eating be-

haviours and maternal feeding practices by specifically testing the hypotheses that maternal 

“restriction” is associated with having a child with stronger food-approach tendencies (e.g., 

over- responsiveness to food), and maternal pressure to eat is associated with having a child 

with food-avoidant tendencies (e.g., satiety responsiveness). Children who were more food 

responsive had mothers who were more likely to restrict their intake of unhealthy foods. Chil-

dren who enjoyed food less, were fussier, or ate more slowly had mothers who were more 

likely to use pressure strategies (Webber et al. 2010). Apart from these studies, several other 

papers have incorporated the Child Eating Behaviour Questionnaire, usually in connection 

with measuring obesity, BMI, differences between siblings in terms of eating behaviour and 

maternal feeding practices (Carnell and Wardle 2007; Viana et al. 2008; Farro et al. 2009; 

Rodgers et al. 2013; Blissett et al. 2010). Finally, the desire to drink has also been tested using 

the Child Eating Behaviour Questionnaire, but these tests have been done mostly in relation to 

soft drink consumption (Sweetman et al. 2008). 

The present study aims to analyse the relationship between eating behaviour and televi-

sion consumption among preschool-aged children. Past theoretical frameworks suggest that 

increased television consumption does, in fact, have an effect on the eating styles of chil- 

dren between the ages of 3 and 7. However, past research has focused only on one eating be-

haviour at a time, such as eating pace or food selection, while the purpose of this study is to 

evaluate what types of eating behaviours are altered by television consumption. Based on 

existing work, it is hypothesized, that the level of television consumption effects the eating 

behaviour of preschool-aged children. 

 

Methodology 

Wardle et al.’s (2001) Children's Eating Behaviour Questionnaire is a 35-item instrument with 

eight scales, and the primary aim of the questionnaire is to analyse the differences in eating 

styles of children. The questionnaire consists of the following scales: 1) food fussiness, which 

is defined as the refusal of a considerable amount of familiar foods as well as non-familiar 

foods; 2) emotional overeating and 3) emotional undereating, which are considered to be an  
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increase and a decrease in food intake, respectively, due to a variety of negative emotions; 4) 

food responsiveness and 5) enjoyment of food, which stand in for food intake in response to 

environmental food cues; 6) desire to drink mirrors the longing of children to drink; 7) satiety 

responsiveness represents the capability of a child to reduce food intake after eating in order 

to control their energy intake; and 8) slowness in eating, which is characterised by a decrease 

in eating rate due to the lack of satisfaction and interest in food. Principal Component Anal-

yses showed that each scale had a single factor that explained 50–84% of the variance, while 

an overall factor analysis verified the hypothesized scales (Wardle et al. 2001). 

The Children's Eating Behaviour Questionnaire was used as the first section of the 

survey designed for the current study. The questionnaire was translated into Hungarian and 

then back into English to make sure that the translation was accurate. In the full survey, it was 

followed by general questions regarding the children’s media consumption and possible food 

allergies as well as demographic questions regarding the children and their parents. Prior to 

the online survey, a pilot version of the survey was tested, and questions were altered when 

necessary to improve clarity. The survey was conducted online in 2016 with parents whose 

children were between 3 and 7 years old. The sample of size N=365 was then analysed via 

SPSS. A one-way ANOVA was used to investigate the relationship between children’s eating 

behaviour and their television consumption. In particular, the results from the 35-item Chil-

dren's Eating Behaviour Questionnaire were tested against daily television consumption. 

 

Findings 

Sample 

The sample consisted of 365 parents of preschool-aged children between 3 and 7 years. old 

Regarding the socio-demographic characteristics of the children and their mothers, 190 re-

spondents lived in or around the capital of Hungary. Apart from the 35-item Children’s Eating 

Behaviour Questionnaire, the survey included numerous questions regarding the children’s 

media consumption habits as well as any form of possible allergies or illnesses the children 

might have regarding their daily food consumption. The most common food allergy was lac-

tose intolerance, which affected 6.8% of the children in the sample. The average television 

viewing time for the children was “between 1-2 hours” daily.  

 

One-way ANOVA analysis  

The sample was analysed using a one-way ANOVA to investigate the relationship between 

the children’s eating behaviour and their television consumption. For the reliability test, 

Cronbach's alpha was used to assess the internal consistency with alpha. Five of the subscales, 

i.e., emotional overeating, satiety responsiveness, slowness in eating, emotional undereating 

and food fussiness, produced Cronbach’s alphas under 0.7. According to the most widely 

accepted evaluation of alpha, this value should be above 0.7 but not much higher than 0.9 

(Nunnally 1978). Hence, one item was removed from the ‘emotional overeating’, ‘satiety re-

sponsiveness’ and ‘emotional undereating’ subscales, while two items were removed from 

‘slowness in eating’, and three items were removed from ‘food fussiness’. The other three 

subscales consist of the same items used by Wardle et al. (2001). See Cronbach’s alpha values 

and item statistics in Table 1. 
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Table 1.  

Cronbach’s alpha of subscales 

Sub-scale of CEBQ Cronbach alpha Mean Std. Deviation 

Food responsiveness 0,811 2,108 0,903 

Emotional overeating 0,766 1,567 0,654 

Enjoyment of food 0,828 3,375 0,799 

Desire to drink 0,797 2,597 0,903 

Satiety responsiveness 0,553 3,16 0,51 

Slowness in eating 0,704 2,681 0,559 

Emotional undereating 0,705 2,65 0,853 

Food fussiness 0,864 2,945 0,36 

Source: Own construction using SPSS 

 

From the items tested, only the six significant results are displayed below for further discus-

sion. The first item selected for further discussion compares the 10th item of the Children’s 

Eating Behaviour Questionnaire with the amount of television consumed (see Figure 1). The 

Chi-square value is 20.76, while the p-value for F(6,323) = 2.98 is p = 0.006. A negative rela-

tionship can be seen; thus, an increase in television consumption leads to a decrease in the 

willingness to try new types of foods.  

Figure 1. 

Relationship between enjoyment of new foods and television consumption 

 
Source: Own construction using SPSS 

The second item selected for further analysis has a Chi-square of 6.69 and a level of signifi-

cance for F(6,323) = 1.42 of p = 0.062 (see Figure 2). It compares the first item of the Chil-

dren’s Eating Behaviour Questionnaire with the amount of television consumed. Here, a nega-
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tive relationship can also be seen, which leads to the assumption that an increase in television 

consumption can be partially responsible for a child disliking certain types of food.  

Figure 2.  

Relationship between liking foods and television consumption 

 
Source: Own construction using SPSS 

The sixteenth item on the Children’s Eating Behaviour Questionnaire was also selected for 

further analysis, as the results are significant with F(6,323) = 2.4, p = 0.033 (see Figure 3) and 

a Chi-square of 17.432. Comparing this item with the amount of television consumed shows a 

negative relationship, meaning that an increase in television consumption narrows a child’s 

food intake variety.  

Figure 3. 

Relationship between liking a variety of foods and television consumption 

 
        Source: Own construction using SPSS 
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Comparing the eighth item of the Children’s Eating Behaviour Questionnaire with the amount 

of television consumed also lead to a significant result, with F(6,323) = 2.14, p = 0.049 (see 

Figure 4) and a Chi-square of 17.43. Therefore, an increase in television consumption results 

in children eating less slowly.  

Figure 4. 

Relationship between eating slowly and television consumption. 

 
       Source: Own construction using SPSS 

The results of comparing the ninth item of the Children’s Eating Behaviour Questionnaire 

with the amount of television consumed were also significant, with F(6,323) = 2.56, p = 0.016 

(see Figure 5) and a Chi-square of 24.23. Interestingly children whose television consumption 

is low (less than the daily average consumption) showed a positive relationship between con-

sumption and food intake when angry. Meanwhile, children with a high television consump-

tion showed a negative relationship between consumption and food intake when angry.  

Figure 5. 

Relationship between not eating when angry and television consumption. 

 
Source: Own construction using SPSS 
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Finally, the twenty-second item on the Children’s Eating Behaviour Questionnaire was cho-

sen for further analysis (see Figure 6). The results were also significant, with F(6,323) = 3.29, 

p = 0.002 and a Chi-square of 19.98. Generally, the results showed that a decrease in the 

enjoyment in food consumption can be witnessed as television consumption increases.  

Figure 6. 

Relationship enjoyment of eating and television consumption. 

 
Source: Own construction using SPSS 

 

Discussion 

Increased emotional eating is linked to an increase in television consumption, which is in line 

with the findings of Ouwens et al. (2012), who found that television viewing was positively 

associated with emotional eating. The findings also reveal that an increase in television con-

sumption leads to an increase in the pace of food intake of children. While the link between 

eating speed and television consumption in preschool-aged children has not been examined 

thus far, eating at a fast pace has been linked to obesity by Jahnke and Warschburger (2008).  

Furthermore, an increase in television consumption influences the way children dislike 

certain types of foods and also narrows a child’s food intake variety. These results can be 

linked to the findings of Borzekowski and Robinson (2001) as well as Glast and White 

(1976), who found that children were significantly more likely to choose advertised items and 

that these items were mostly cereals and candies, which are most frequently advertised. Thus, 

the findings that children who have high television consumption dislike more types of food 

and are willing to eat a smaller variety may well be linked to the food advertisements they are 

exposed to while watching television. These results, on the other hand, underline the theory of 

Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal and Owen (2010) that children are influenced more by automatic pro-

cesses, where advertising exposure may lead to attitude changes without explicit attention to, 

or awareness of, the persuasive communication. An increase in television consumption led to a 

decrease in the enjoyment of food, a topic which was previously studied by Harris and Bargh 

(2009). Their study found that television viewing in childhood is linked to greater perceived 

taste for, and enjoyment in, advertised unhealthy foods. However, the current paper focuses 

on the overall enjoyment of foods and television exposure; thus, it can be argued generally 
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that children with television exposure who often consume their meals watching television, 

which prohibits them from enjoying their food to the fullest, are multitasking whilst eating.  

Ford et al. (2012) reported that there is a significant relationship between television view-

ing time and adverse dietary outcomes. Lower fruit and/or vegetable intake was the most fre-

quently reported dietary outcome, followed by increased energy intake, from increased tele-

vision viewing, suggesting that children whose television consumption is higher eat more 

junk food and are more likely to enjoy food consumption overall. Interestingly, other areas 

tested within the current survey, such as drinking habits, were not affected by television con-

sumption. Finally, an increase in television consumption also led to a decrease in the willing-

ness to try new food. It can be argued that findings related to the impact of commercials, such 

as in the study of Borzekowski and Robinson (2001), where children who were exposed to 

commercials were significantly more likely to choose the advertised items, can be used to 

explain the results of this study.  

 

Conclusions  

The findings indicate that television indeed affects preschool-aged children as consumers and 

in terms of their behaviour. According to the results above, television consumption influences 

numerous eating behaviours such as the pace of food intake, the enjoyment of food, emotional 

eating as well as the willingness to try new foods.  

Healthcare professionals should increase the awareness of certain techniques parents 

can use to improve their children’s food habits and reduce their energy intake. It is essential to 

educate the parents of the children not only by showing them the possible negative con-

sequences of certain eating habits but also what a healthy diet should consist of and what 

healthy eating behaviours are ideally. Moreover, preschool-aged children’s television viewing 

habits are just as complex as those of any other consumer. The viewing habits of these child-

ren need to be examined more holistically. Furthermore, it is important to recognize from the 

marketing point of view what the decisive features are of the individual generations, as their 

behaviour can then be predicted and give companies a significant competitive advantage 

(Bereczki and Csordás 2016). Recommendations must also consider children’s exposure to 

television food advertising and food-related television viewing behaviours (Cox et al. 2013). 

It is the responsibility of the public health policy makers to take specific measures to ensure 

that food advertisements during children’s TV programs promote healthy food choices. An 

example of the current situation is summarized in the study of Song, Halvorsen and Harley 

(2014). Their study found that nutritionally speaking, child-targeted cereals are less nutritious 

overall than adult-targeted cereals and have higher rankings of sugar sources in the 

ingredients (Song, Halvorsen and Harley 2014). Thus, advertisements and the products adver-

tised on children’s television channels need to be regulated. A further argument for stricter 

policies lies in the fact that children’s brand loyalties have already started to evolve at this 

extremely young age, thus affecting their entire lives, as the media can persuade children that 

unhealthy foods are their favourite brands.  

To deepen the understanding of the differences in the eating behaviours of preschool-

aged children, this study could be combined with a study on the full media consumption of 

these children, as advertisers today use new media technologies, such as branded websites, 

brand placement in application games and social media, widely (Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal 

and Owen 2010). These new practices are vastly different from traditional advertising and 

deserve attention, even in the preschool age range. Furthermore, this type of study could focus 

on possible gender differences in eating habits. Additionally, the link between different par-

enting styles and eating behaviours could also be analysed further by extending this study.  
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This avenue was indicated by the literature but still offers room for further analysis. The pos-

sible links between any possible food allergies and other intolerances and eating behaviour 

could be explored further as well. Finally, the current study’s results could be validated fur-

ther with numerous types of qualitative studies such as observations and in-depth interviews 

with parents as well as children.  

Unfortunately, this paper is not without limitations. The sample was rather unbalanced 

regarding the regional heritage of the respondents. More than half of the results (55.6%) are 

from the central region of Hungary (including the capital, Budapest). Up to this point, eating 

habits have hardly been studied in smaller suburbs and villages; thus, a greater proportion of 

results from these areas could have provided interesting insights into this specific field. 

Furthermore, as the previous research, for example, Ainuki and Rie (2011), mentioned, sever-

al other factors besides television consumption, such as the influence of parents, mealtime, 

parental financial and educational backgrounds and even cultural aspects play a role in the 

eating behaviours of children. Cultural aspects can include parental and sibling influences as 

well as other types of media consumed, such as advergames, which are very popular amongst 

children these days. All in all, this is the first study focusing specifically on this age group in 

regards to exploring the connection between television consumption and eating behaviour. 

The current paper offers exciting findings, yet it would be interesting for future researches to 

thoroughly investigate underlying causes related to the relationships found. 
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