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Children’s Nutrition

• Childhood obesity is a serious health issue in 
the United States (McGinnis, Gootman, & Kraak, 2006; Ogden, Carroll, Kit, 

& Flegal, 2014).

• Obesity may occur through poor food choices, 
marketing practices, and media characters 
that endorse low-quality foods and beverages 
(Calvert, 2008; Galloway & Calvert, 2014). 



• Media Characters (McGinnis et al., 2006 ; Calvert & Richards, 2014; Galloway & Calvert, 2014; Horton & Wohl, 1956)

• Girls prefer female characters, boys prefer male characters (Richards & Calvert, 2013)

• The prevalence of applications (apps) is increasing in young children’s lives (Common 

Sense Media, 2013).

• Gender gap in video game playing on consoles and hand-held devices (Common Sense Media, 2013)

• Advergames (Calvert, 2008; Lee et al., 2009)

• Games with a persuasive message
• Promoting healthy food choices with advergames (Harris et al., 2012; Pempek & Calvert, 2009)

Media & Food



Current Study

• Does more exposure to an app 
increase knowledge about a 
food or beverage’s 
healthiness? 

• Are there gender differences in 
children’s knowledge about 
healthy and unhealthy foods 
and learning from a female 
character after exposure to an 
app?



Hypotheses

• Young children with more exposure to the app 
will be more likely to correctly classify cartoon 
images of foods or beverages into healthy and 
unhealthy categories than those with less 
exposure to the app.

• Young children with more exposure to the app 
will be more likely to transfer that knowledge 
and correctly classify photos of the foods or 
beverages in the app into healthy and unhealthy 
categories.



Participants
• n = 47 (22 boys, 25 girls)

• Mean age = 5.26 years

• Washington, DC metropolitan area

Caucasian
74%

Other/Mixed 
Race
13%

African 
American

11%

Hispanic
2%

Ethnicity/Race

Graduate Degree
72.3%

College Degree
25.5%

High School 
Diploma

2.1%

Parental Education Level



Repeated-App Exposure

• Given iPad to play the 
app in their home for 
5 days

• 30 minute 
experimental play 
session

Single-App
Exposure

• Given iPad to play the 
app during 30-minute 
experimental play 
session

No-App Exposure 
Control

• No app play

Conditions



Procedure

5 days + 30 minutes
30 minutes

No Exposure



Results: Percent of Cartoons Correctly Sorted
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Results: Number of Cartoons Correctly Sorted
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Results: Percent of Photos Correctly Sorted

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Control Single-App Exposure Repeated-App Exposure

P
er

ce
n

t 
o

f 
P

h
o

to
s 

C
o

rr
ec

tl
y

 S
o

rt
ed

Girls

Boys

Fcondition*gender(2, 41)= 4.71, p = .014
Fcondition(2, 41)= 3.22, p= .050
Fgender(1, 41)= 4.16, p= .048

** p =< .05

* *
* *



0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Control Single-App Exposure Repeated-App Exposure

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
P

h
o

to
s 

C
o

rr
ec

tl
y

 S
o

rt
ed

Results: Number of Photos Correctly Sorted
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Discussion
• Young boys in our sample know less 

about whether an item is healthy or 
unhealthy 

• Playing an advergame featuring a female 
character that rewards healthy 
behaviors helps boys to identify if a food 
is healthy or unhealthy as well as girls

• Apps can improve nutritional knowledge 
for boys, and that knowledge can be 
transferred to realistic representations 
of foods and beverages



Thank you

Children’s Digital Media 
Center

The team at the Children’s 
Digital Media Center

The National Science Foundation
Georgetown 
University

Bill ShribmanAll the parents and children
who participated 

in this project
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