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Abstract

Objective: To explore the use of references to the COVID-19 pandemic as part of
the marketing strategies used on Facebook to promote ultra-processed products.
Design: A search for Facebook accounts of ultra-processed products was per-
formed using a master list of products commercialised in two online supermarkets
in Uruguay. For each of the identified Facebook accounts, all the content posted
from the confirmation of the first cases of COVID-19 in Uruguay, on 14 March 2020,
until 1 July 2020 was recorded. Posts including mentions to COVID-19, social dis-
tancing measures or their consequences were identified and analysed using con-
tent analysis.

Seiting: Uruguay, Latin America.

Results: A total of 135 Facebook accounts were identified, which generated a total
of 1749 posts related to ultra-processed products, from which 35 % included refer-
ences to COVID-19. The majority of the posts included references to prevention
measures. Approximately one-third of the posts included proposals of activities
to do at home, most of which were linked to a healthy lifestyle. Tips for coping
with quarantine and descriptions of the charitable work undertaken by brands
were also identified.

Conclusions: Results from the present work provide evidence that industries of
ultra-processed products have taken advantage of the COVID-19 pandemic to pro-
mote their products, create positive associations with the brands and improve their
image as part of their digital marketing strategies.
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Social distancing measures aimed at minimising physi-
cal contact between individuals or population groups
have been the core component of the public health
response to curb the pandemic of COVID-19 world-
widem?. These measures have disrupted daily life
and have created a series of psychological and eco-
nomic challenges®>. In particular, COVID-19 has
motivated several changes in eating habits©7”. Studies
conducted in different countries worldwide have
shown that one of such changes is an increase in the
consumption of ultra-processed foods with excessive
content of sugars, fat and sodium in a substantial pro-
portion of the population®®. Consumption of ultra-
processed products has been associated with obesity
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and non-communicable diseases, which can increase
the risk for severe complications of COVID-1919:1D,

While multiple factors have contributed to increasing con-
sumption of ultra-processed products during the COVID-19
pandemic, the influence of marketing cannot be ignored.
Marketing can be regarded as a cue to consume that makes
products more salient in consumers’ mind?. Scientific evi-
dence has shown that marketing influences product recogni-
tion, food preferences, food choice and eating behaviour,
particularly among children and adolescents>~19,

In the last decade, the contribution of digital marketing
to the marketing mix of food companies has grown, partly
motivated by the increased popularity of social media and
content-sharing platforms>'®_ This type of marketing is
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characterised by its ubiquity, uninterrupted availability and
interactivity, which makes it more persuasive and impactful
than traditional marketing”'® Digital marketing has been
particularly relevant during the COVID-19 pandemic, as
people were more exposed to this type of marketing due
to the increased use of social media during social distanc-
ing®!”_ In this sense, previous studies have shown that
ultra-processed products are frequently marketed in social
media using marketing features that increase interaction
and engagement, such as promotions, interactive games
and user-generated content%2D,

The food industry has quickly responded to changes in
consumer behaviour and has intensified online advertise-
ment to promote their products and gain competitive advan-
tages?>?® Marketing analysts have recommended brands to
stay active in social media and to show themselves as
emphatic and supportive, for example, by showing support
to communities during the pandemic or supporting social
distancing®®. Such messages are expected to create positive
associations and provide legitimacy, which increases con-
sumers’ trust in the brand, quality perceptions, purchase
intention and brand loyalty?>2%,

This strategic marketing approach can be regarded
as ‘COVID-washing’, in resemblance to greenwashing.
Greenwashing can be defined as the dissemination of sym-
bolic and misleading information by an organisation to show
an environmentally responsible public image, without any
substantive action®?”. In the context of ultra-processed
products, COVID-washing can be regarded as the dissemina-
tion of symbolic information about the contributions of com-
panies of such products to health and well-being. This
strategy has the potential to ‘camouflage’ the negative health
impact of ultra-processed products®”.

In this context, the present work intends to contribute to
an in-depth understanding of how the food industry used
the COVID-19 pandemic as part of their digital marketing
strategies to promote ultra-processed products. The study
was conducted in Uruguay. As of October 2020, Uruguay
was the only Latin American country who had managed
to avoid an exponential increase in COVID-19 cases with-
out mandatory quarantine®. The focus of the study was
placed on Facebook, the most popular social media in
the country®. In particular, the study aimed at answering
the following research questions: (i) Were references to the
COVID-19 pandemic included as part of the marketing
strategies used on Facebook to promote ultra-processed
products in Uruguay? and (ii) what type of messages were
conveyed as part of the digital marketing strategies of ultra-
processed products in Facebook?

Results are expected to provide relevant insights for
policymakers given increasing concerns over digital mar-
keting of unhealthy foods, particularly when targeted at
children and adolescents®3%3D  Although some govern-
ments have implemented policies to protect children from
the harmful effects of marketing of unhealthy foods, most
of the policies are not comprehensive in nature and do not
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apply to social media or are not clearly designed®?3%. In
the specific case of Uruguay, although a law was passed
in 2014 to ban marketing of foods with high content of
sugar, fat and sodium targeted to children on broadcast
media (television and radio)®?, the regulatory decree
needed for its effective implementation has not been
issued yet.

Methods

Data collection

First, a comprehensive master list of ultra-processed prod-
ucts commercialised in the country was generated through
a review of the two largest and most popular online super-
markets (Disco and Tienda Inglesa). Ultra-processed prod-
ucts were defined as ‘formulations of ingredients, mostly of
exclusive industrial use, typically created by series of
industrial techniques and processes . The following cat-
egories of ultra-processed products were considered:
sweetened beverages; dairy products; bread, crackers
and cookies; breakfast cereals and cereal bars; savoury
snacks; sweets and chocolates; desserts and ice creams;
cured meats; sweet spreads and jams; soups and bouillon
cubes; frozen meals. The products included in each of the
categories are shown in the online supplementary material,
Supplemental Table S1. A master list including product
name, brand and manufacturer was generated through a
review of all the products commercialised in the two online
supermarkets within the selected categories.

Using the master list, a search for Facebook accounts was
performed using the search tool considering the brand and
manufacturer names as keywords. Only Uruguayan accounts
were considered. After this search, a total of 135 Facebook
accounts were identified. For each Facebook account, all
the content posted from the confirmation of the first cases
of COVID-19in Uruguay on 14 March 2020 until 1 July
2020 was recorded. Seven of the accounts corresponded to
brands that commercialised ultra-processed products but
were mainly oriented to the commercialisation of the other
groups of the NOVA classification®. Given that the emphasis
of the work was on the digital marketing strategies used to
promote ultra-processed products, posts related to natural
or minimally processed foods (meat, rice, frozen vegetables),
culinary ingredients (spices) or processed foods (cheese, pas-
teurised tomato puree) were not considered (72 88).

Data analysis

Posts including mentions to COVID-19, social distancing
measures or their consequences were identified following
a data triangulation approach. First, one of the researchers
who authored the study classified the posts. Subsequently,
the classification was revised by two additional researchers,
and disagreements were resolved by open discussion with
a third researcher.
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All posts related to COVID-19 were analysed using con-
tent analysis®® following a data triangulation approach.
One of the researchers involved in the study examined
the posts and analysed their content using a combined
deductive/inductive coding approach®. Using a deduc-
tive approach, the following themes were selected for
the analysis: objective of the post, target audience, market-
ing techniques included in the post and references to
COVID-19. Then, an inductive approach was used to iden-
tify categories within each of the themes. For this purpose,
one of the researchers identified categories for each of the
themes as they emerged when examining the visual and
textual elements of the posts. The coding was revised by
another researcher, who checked for inconsistencies.
The procedure described above was used to resolve dis-
agreements between the two researchers. Content analysis
was performed manually. A detailed description of the
themes and categories is included in the online supplemen-
tary material, Supplemental Table S2.

Descriptive statistics are reported in the manuscript. The
relative frequency of occurrence of each category was cal-
culated by dividing the number of posts related to that spe-
cific category by the total number of posts referencing
COVID-19. Examples of posts were selected for each of
the identified themes. All the analyses were performed in
Spanish, and selected texts were translated for publication.

Results

As shown in Table 1, ninety-six of the 135 Facebook
accounts posted content in the period elapsed from the
confirmation of the first cases of COVID-19 in Uruguay until
1 July 2020. Most of the accounts corresponded to four cat-
egories of ultra-processed products: sweetened beverages;
sweets and chocolates; bread, crackers and cookies; and
dairy products. The accounts generated a total of 1749
posts related to ultra-processed products, from which
35 % (1 619) included a reference to COVID-19, social dis-
tancing measures or their consequences.

Objective of the posts

Posts sought two main objectives: promoting consumption
of specific products (54 % of the identified posts) or promot-
ing the brand (46 % of the identified posts). As shown in
Fig. 1, posts promoting consumption of specific products
included visual and/or textual references to those products
(Fig. 1a and b), whereas posts promoting the brands did not
include any reference to specific products and only referred
to the brand in the context of pandemic (Fig. 1c and d). No
major differences were found between them in the themes
analysed in the present work (target audience, marketing
techniques, references to COVID-19). For this reason, in
the following sections, results are presented at the aggregate
level.
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Target audience

The majority of the posts targeted the general audience
(Table 2). However, 22 % of the posts targeted a specific
group using pictures or textual references. Parents with
children were the most frequently targeted group, followed
by adolescents and young adults. Figure 2 shows two posts
promoting the consumption of specific ultra-processed
products targeted at these two groups. The post targeted
at parents with children promoted the consumption of
ice cream to reward children for doing their homework
(Fig. 2a), whereas the post targeted at adolescents and
young adults promoted the consumption of a sweet snack
in the context of the lack of plans (Fig. 2b). Posts targeted at
people who practice sports and women were also identi-
fied (Table 2)

Marketing techniques

A wide range of marketing techniques were identified
(Table 2). All the posts included pictures or videos.
Pictures were more frequently included in the posts that
promoted consumption of specific ultra-processed prod-
ucts compared to the posts that promoted the brands,
which more frequently included videos. Approximately
one-fourth of the posts intended to establish conversations
with the users, encouraging them to send comments about
their proposals or suggestions on how to consume their
products, to share the activities they were doing to cope
with social distancing measures or to recommend movies,
series or books.

Competitions were included in 15 % of the posts. The
prizes associated with most of the competitions were sets
of ultra-processed products from the brand, sometimes
accompanied by other non-food products (e.g. tickets for
drive-in cinema). The rest of the competitions included
products to overcome quarantine as prize (e.g. tickets for
a streaming show).

Social responsibility was used as a marketing technique
in 12% of the posts. The accounts highlighted different
actions to convey the idea that the brands were actively try-
ing to contribute to society. The posts referred to the com-
mitment of the brand to assuring food availability (e.g. ‘We
keep giving our best so that you can enjoy our products

Jfrom bome’ or ‘Our commitment with taking quality foods

to all Uruguayans keeps increasing’). Donations of ultra-
processed products to the most vulnerable populations
through different non-governmental organisations and
similar organisations were also mentioned.

Some of the accounts promoted delivery and online
shopping as a contribution to stay-at-home recommenda-
tions (e.g. ‘stay at home, we take our products to your
bhouse’). Events were also identified as a marketing tech-
nique in the posts, as brands organised online concerts, vir-
tual conversations or virtual workshops. Finally, special
price promotions of specific ultra-processed products were
highlighted by 2 % of the posts.
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Table1 Number of Facebook accounts of ultra-processed products and posts generated in the period elapsed from the confirmation of the first
cases of COVID-19in Uruguay, on 14 March 2020, until 1 July 2020, for all the accounts and disaggregated by category

Number of Facebook

Number of accounts who posted

Percentage of
the
posts including

Total number of references to

Category accounts (n) content (n) posts (n) COVID-19 (%)
Sweetened beverages 26 20 333 49
Sweets and chocolates 26 14 301 31
Bread, crackers and cookies 22 13 219 19
Dairy products 18 15 265 32
Frozen meals 11 9 143 49
Cured meats 8 6 167 35
Breakfast cereals and cereal 7 6 87 33
bars
Savoury snacks 7 4 63 19
Desserts and ice cream 6 5 72 28
Boullion cubes and soups 3 3 56 50
Sweet spreads and jams 1 1 43 16
Total 135 96 1749 35

*The percentage of all the posts generated by the Facebook accounts in the period elapsed from the confirmation of the first cases of COVID-19 in Uruguay, on 14 March 2020,
until 1 July 2020, that included references to COVID-19, prevention measures or their consequences.

References to COVID-19
As shown in Table 2, 65 % of the posts included references
to COVID-19 through the inclusion of references to preven-
tion measures as their central message (e.g. Fig. 1d), as well
as a secondary message using a hashtag (e.g. #stayathome,
#quedateencasa in Spanish). Stay-at-home recommenda-
tions and social distancing were the most frequently men-
tioned prevention measures, accounting for 55 % of all the
posts related to this category. A minority of posts referred to
wearing facemasks, avoiding sharing personal objects,
washing hands, sneezing into the elbow, ventilation and
no-touch greetings. In some of the posts, references to pre-
vention measures were used to promote individual con-
sumption of products through expressions such as ‘not
sharing is being responsible’, ‘you don’t give bad vibes,
you are responsible (when not sharing the product)’ and
‘we meet and each one bas its (product name)’. In addition,
25% of the posts stressed the need to take care of each
other in the context of the pandemic.

Approximately one-third of the posts included proposals
of activities to do at home, most of which were linked to a
healthy lifestyle (e.g. cooking or exercise). Cooking at home
was the most frequently mentioned activity in the posts tar-
geted at promoting consumption of specific products. The
posts included recipes or suggestions of simple culinary prep-
arations involving ultra-processed products, such as bouillon
cubes, cream cheese, cured meats or powdered drinks (e.g.
Fig. 1b). The majority of the posts intended to create associ-
ations between ultra-processed products and home-made
meals through expressions such as ‘the true flavour is at
home’ or ‘home-made food is made with love and dedication’.
In particular, one of the posts stated that ‘children who cook
develop bealthier babits while promoting consumption of a
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product with excessive content of sugar (chocolate-flavoured
powder drink). Suggestions for at-home exercise routines
were also identified. This was the case of all the posts from
sport drink brands, which proposed exercise routines while
promoting consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages as
part of the routine. Suggestions of activities for children were
also identified, including handcrafts and games involving
empty packages (e.g. Fig. 1a) and science fairs. At-home
activities also included invitations to events, such as online
concerts, online stand-up shows, virtual conversations or vir-
tual workshops.

Accounts provided tips for coping with quarantine in
8% of the posts. The tips included following a healthy
diet, doing workouts at home and spending time doing
enjoyable activities. Although in a small number, some
posts directly associated consumption of ultra-processed
products to coping with quarantine (e.g. Fig. 2b). In addi-
tion, 6 % of the posts included encouraging messages to
raise positive emotions and associations (e.g. ‘We will
win this fight together’) or to thank the medical commu-
nity and volunteers involved in response to COVID-19
(e.g. The world will be always thankful that you bave
not taken a break in this moment. Thank you. Dear vol-
unteers from community diners for leaving everything to
belp those in need’).

As shown in Table 2, 6 % of the posts described chari-
table work undertaken by brands in the context of the eco-
nomic crisis generated by COVID-19. The posts stressed
that the brands donated products to those in need through
non-governmental Using a snowball
approach, the Facebook accounts of the non-governmental

organisations.

organisations were assessed. Although a detailed analysis
was not performed, the posts allowed to identify that the
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Saquemos el mayor provecho al estar en casa y estimulemos la creatividad de nuestros pequefios. %# 2
Hagamos estos barguitos con materiales de reciclaje:

““Materiales:

Un pack de jugo de 1t
1 Sorbito

Cinta

tijera

papel Ver menos

(b)

€N €aSa

Quédate =2

Torta de RindeDos

INGREDIENTES:

= 300g. de harina laudante

= 1taza de leche

= 100 g. de azlcar

= 1/2 taza de aceite de girasol

= 1 huevo

= 1/2 de sobre de jugo en polvo RindeDos (de tu sabor preferido®)

Fig. 1. (colour online) Example of Facebook posts (a, b) promoting consumption of specific ultra-processed products and (c, d) brands of
ultra-processed products in the context of COVID-19. Note: The translation of the Spanish text of the posts correspond to: (a) Let's make
recycled boats. Let's take advantage of staying at home and let’s stimulate the creativity of our little ones. Let's make these boats with
recycled materials: 1 juice package (1L), 1 straw, tape, scissors, paper; (b) Stay at home. (Name of the brand) cake. Ingredients:
300 g self-rising flour, 1 cup of milk, 100 g of sugar, 1/2 cup of sunflower oil, 1 egg, 1/2 package of (Name of brand) powdered juice (your
favourite flavour); (c) a deserved applause to those who entertain their children at home #stayathome. In these exceptional times, we are
everyday heroes; (d) we are wearing facemask as it should be #(name of the brand) #wetakecareofeachother
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UN MERECIDO APLAUSO
A LOS QUE ENTRETIENEN A SUS
HIJOS EN SU CASA

#YOMEQU Es

OENCASA

A
En estos tiempos excepcionales, somos héroes cotidianos.

(d)

Nos pusimos tapabocas como debe ser
S 0n

#Lapataia

#NosCuidamosEntreTodos

Fig. 1. (colour online) (Continued).

donations mainly comprised ultra-processed products
(e.g. sweetened beverages, snacks, sweets and chocolates,
cookies, instant soups) that ended up being consumed by
the most vulnerable segments of the childhood population

0.1017/51368980021000306 Published online by Cambridge University Press

(Fig. 3). Finally, the brands also stressed their commitment
to accompanying customers in the context of COVID-19
(e.g. ‘We always accompany you’, ‘(Brand name) is with
you at home”).
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Table 2 Content analysis of the posts that included references to
COVID-19

Percentage of the

Theme/category posts’
Obijective of the post
Promoting consumption of specific 54
products
Promoting the brand 46
Target audience
General audience 78
Parents with children 10
Adolescents and young adults 7
People who practice sports 4
Women 1
Marketing techniques
Pictures 62
Videos 38
Conversations with users 23
Competitions and prizes 15
Corporate social responsibility 12
Online shopping/delivery 7
Events 4
Special price promotions 2
References to COVID-19
Prevention measures 65
Proposals of activities to do at home 36
References to taking care of each other 25
Tips for coping with quarantine 8
Encouraging messages 6
Description of charitable work 6
Commitment of the brand to accompany 6

customers

*The table shows the percentage of the identified posts (n 619) coded in each of the
categories for each of the selected themes. A detailed description of the themes and
categories is included in the online supplementary material, Supplemental Table S2.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has created health, economic
and social challenges worldwide®”. The industry of
ultra-processed products has reacted to those challenges
by implementing a series of actions to stay competitive
and gain profit, including changes in their marketing, pro-
motion and distribution strategies®®. In this context, the
present work analysed the marketing strategies used by
the industry of ultra-processed products on Facebook dur-
ing the first 4 months of the pandemic in Uruguay. Results
from the present work showed that the industry quickly
adapted their digital marketing strategies on Facebook to
reference the health and social concerns raised by the
COVID-19 pandemic in 35 % of their posts.

Content analysis of the posts evidenced that companies
intended to appear active and contributing to society in
the context of the pandemic, in line with recommendations
from marketing analysts?>?. As expected, a wide range of
marketing strategies were identified in the posts, which fre-
quently relied on the interactive nature of social media. The
content of the posts frequently used references to preven-
tion measures and social distancing to promote the con-
sumption of ultra-processed products, as previously
described by other authors across the globe?*3®. These mar-
keting strategies could exacerbate the adverse impact of the

9/10.1017/51368980021000306 Published online by Cambridge University Press
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negative emotional consequences of COVID-19 on eating
habits, promoting the consumption of ultra-processed prod-
ucts@193%40 1t is worth highlighting that half of the posts
intended to promote the brand, without making any specific
reference to specific products. A branding approach to food
marketing has been already reported for both traditional and
digital advertising"®*D. This approach can increase recall
and recognition of the brands and create positive associa-
tions, which subsequently increases purchase intention of
the products commercialised by the brands342

A relevant proportion of the posts identified in the study
mentioned activities related to a healthy lifestyle. This repre-
sents a clear opposition to the negative effects of the
promoted products on health, well-being and the environ-
ment“>*_ In this sense, some of the posts encouraged
home-made cooking using ultra-processed products as
key ingredients or consumption of such products after work-
ing out. These results suggest that the industry of ultra-
processed products relied on ‘COVID-washing’, that is, used
the adverse context generated by the COVID-19 pandemic
to improve their image and to create positive associations.
Based on research on greenwashing, it can be hypothesised
that COVID-washing can create positive associations with
the brands, which can lead to an increase in consumers’ trust
in the brand and purchase intention of their products?2,
Further research is needed to generate empirical evidence of
the impact of COVID-washing on consumers’ perception of
the brand and their purchase intention of ultra-processed
products.

The posts also evidenced the use of social responsibility
as a marketing strategy, as brands intended to show interest
in social objectives beyond profit*>, Some of the companies
described the charitable work they had performed in the
context of the pandemic, mainly associated with
donations of ultra-processed products through non-
governmental organisations. Similar strategies have been
reported in several countries worldwide®>3®. Through don-
ations, the industry of ultra-processed products managed to
achieve several strategic objectives®. First, they effectively
distributed products that were close to expiration in the con-
text of reduced sales. Second, they promoted their products
among the most vulnerable populations by providing them
free of cost. Third, the promotion of actions linked to social
responsibility could contribute to create positive associa-
tions with brands in the general public, which can increase
brand loyalty and purchase intention®. Finally, donations
provided the opportunity to the industry of ultra-processed
products to shape the policy agenda by creating the impres-
sion that they can provide solutions to overcome the health
challenges created by COVID-19%%. In this sense, policy-
makers and civil society should be aware of the acute con-
flicts of interest that underlie the aforementioned actions due
to the negative health effects of ultra-processed products.
Similar concerns have been risen for corporate social
responsibility actions in the alcohol and gambling
industries*>.
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PORQUE HICIERON
T0DOS LOS DEBERES
HELADO DE POSTRE.

iPor esos deberes que te estdn mandando en la cuarentena, te mereces un Bombdn de Crema o Dulce de Leche! = &

:Cuél elegis? #CrufiEnCasa #MiMomentoCrufi

;thayhelado #crufi #crufihelados #crufitodoelafio #lineaimpulsiva

(b)

d (<]

Si la Unica salida que estas metiendo es ir al super sabés que por lo menos te podés volver con una Merienda ;no?

Merienda #TeBancaSiempre

Fig. 2. (colour online) Example of Facebook posts promoting consumption of specific ultra-processed products targeted at (a) children
and (b) adolescents and young adults. The translation of the Spanish text of the posts correspond to: (a) because they did all the homework.
Ice cream as dessert. Because of all the homework they are sending you during the quarantine, you deserve a (hame of the product). Which
one do you choose? #(name of the brand)athome #MyMoment(name of the brand) #thereisicecream #(name of the brand) #(name of the
brand)allyearlong #impulsive line; (b) when going to the supermarket is the only plan. If you are only going out to the supermarket you know
that at least you can come back with a (name of the product), right? #StandsByYouAlways

Policy implications of the findings

To date, only few countries worldwide have managed to
implement regulations on digital marketing®?33. Results
from the present work suggest the need to refine most reg-
ulations in order to adequately protect consumers from the
potentially deleterious effects of digital marketing of ultra-
processed foods.

0.1017/51368980021000306 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Traditionally, most voluntary and mandatory regulations
have focused on marketing of products with high content of
sugar, fat and sodium and have excluded restrictions of
brand marketing®®3233_ Results from the present work
showed that a branding approach to digital marketing was
highly prevalent during the COVID-19 pandemic in
Uruguay, suggesting that a relevant part of digital marketing
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efforts was devoted to create positive associations with the
brands. This marketing approach is not harmless; it has been
shown to influence consumers’ associations and purchase
intention of the products commercialised by the
brands3#?_ Therefore, the findings reported in this study
reinforce the idea that brand marketing should be a central
part of digital marketing regulations. The regulation of brand
marketing is expected to be challenging as it requires the
definition of which brands are associated with unhealthy
products. A first step in this direction is the UK’s restriction
of brand marketing that intends to promote specific products
high in fat, salt or sugar“*4”. Nevertheless, it should be
noted that most of the social media posts promoting brands
would not be included in this regulation. Policymakers are
encouraged to engage in the challenging task of including
brand marketing in social media within the scope of adver-
tising regulations.

A second limitation of the current regulations is their
focus on marketing ‘targeted at’ or ‘appealing to’ children
and adolescents®*3%3%, Most of the posts identified in
the present work were targeted at the general audience.
This suggests that focus on children and adolescents may
not be enough to protect them from exposure to digital
marketing of ultra-processed products or their negative
consequences. In order to capture all the digital marketing
children may be exposed to, regulations on digital market-
ing of ultra-processed foods should also include marketing
targeted at mixed audiences. This is particularly relevant
considering that effects of digital marketing are expected
to be exacerbated by word-of-mouth effects, as users can
share the content generated by the brands®>1®
Policymakers should be aware that regulation of digital
marketing targeted at the wide audience is expected to face
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Fig. 3. (colour online) Example of Facebook posts from non-governmental organisations (NGO) showing donations from brands of

fierce opposition due to concerns over infringement of
legal rights of companies and censorship of commercial
expression“@49

Limitations of the study

The limitations of the present research should be
acknowledged. The study involved the evaluation of
Facebook accounts from a single country, selected by
researchers based on the products available in a limited
number of categories in two online supermarket.
Further research should confirm and expand the findings
of the present work to a larger number of accounts across
countries and social media platforms (e.g. Instagram). In
this sense, the comparison of the content of digital market-
ing according to the stringency of the social distancing
measures implemented by countries is a relevant avenue
for future research.

Another limitation of the study is that it only analysed the
content posted by the brands on their Facebook accounts and
did not consider advertisements presented to Facebook users
while using the platform. However, it should be acknowl-
edged that the analysis of Facebook advertisements is not
an easy task given the characteristics of digital marketing, par-
ticularly in terms of audience targeting strategies.

Finally, data on engagement with the posts, for example,
number of likes, shares and comments, were not collected.
The analysis of this information could contribute to evalu-
ate the level of interaction with the content posted on
Facebook by the industry of ultra-processed foods during
the COVID-19 pandemic. This is particularly relevant con-
sidering that social media posts have the potential to go
viral and reach an exponential number of users.
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Conclusion

Results from the present work provide evidence that indus-
tries of ultra-processed products have taken advantage of
the COVID-19 pandemic to promote their products, create
positive associations with the brands and improve their
image as part of their digital marketing strategies. This sug-
gests the need to implement multi-faceted strategies to raise
awareness of the marketing strategies of ultra-processed
products among stakeholders to increase political will to
dismantle corporate actions that may exacerbate the nega-
tive effects on the COVID-19 pandemic on health and well-
being worldwide.
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