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ABSTRACT 

Research Question: To find out the perceived effects of television viewing on children’s 

food habits.  

Setting: Schools based study 

Study Design: Cross-sectional, Non-experimental 

Sampling: Multistage cluster sampling 

Analysis: Arithmetic mean, Proportions, Correlation 

Methodology: The study population consisted of 300 school children of 7-12 years 

attending five public schools in two cities of Uttar Pradesh. Dietary intake was estimated 

using a 3-day food record method. Television viewing and food consumption patterns were 

assessed using a pre-designed and pretested structured schedule for children and respective 

parents. 

Results: TV viewing hours was found to be highly correlated with energy nutrients’ intake. 

Only 40% subjects demanded for vegetables or fruits for consumption from their parents. 

97% subjects had either of their meals while watching TV. The results of this research 

suggested that there were negative relations between television and children’s 

consumption of fruits and vegetables. 

 

Keywords: Television, Children, Food Habits, Fruits and Vegetables. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Health and nutrition are the most important contributory factors for human resource 

development in the country. The quality of our future human resource is going to be 

determined largely by the investment made now for the sound development of our child 

population.
(1)

 This generation deserves the best possible upbringing, and one of its key 

components is optimum nutrition, which is essential for child survival and quality of survival.  

Next to the family, television [TV] has the greatest social impact on the child. There is 

nothing inherently wrong in kids or adolescents watching television but it is bound to have 

tremendous impact on them, both in terms of how many hours they watch and of course 

what they watch. Television viewing is associated with childhood obesity. Eating during 

viewing and eating highly advertised foods are two of the hypothesized mechanisms 

through which television is thought to affect children’s weight. So the present study was 

planned to study the television viewing practice prevalent among children of age 7-12 years 

and to study the impact of television viewing on dietary status in middle age childhood. 

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The present study was conducted in the district of Ghaziabad in the state of Uttar Pradesh. 

The district of Ghaziabad was divided into four “Tehsils” for the administrative purposes. 

Among these four “tehsils”, Modinagar and Ghaziabad were selected purposively as the 

locale of the study because of easy accessibility to the researcher. 

The population in the study consisted of those children in the district of Ghaziabad, who: 

● Were in the third to seventh grades, i.e. 7-12 years old, living with at least one 

biological or legally adoptive parent. 

● Belonged to the middle income group [MIG] families, whose family income was 

between Rs. 8000 – 20000/- per month. 

● Possessed at least one television set in the family. 

● Were receiving formal education in public or convent schools. 

Multi stage cluster sampling method was used in this cross-sectional study. The sample size 

consisted of 300 parent(s)-child pairs, i. e. n= 300. The tools for data collection comprised of 

pretested interview schedule and questionnaire, and a 3-day food record. Each of the 

instruments was used to obtain exclusive information or ‘measures’ such as family 

behaviour for television viewing, children's
 
dietary, anthropometric and TV viewing data. 

Statistical analysis was carried out by Pearson’s coefficient of correlation. The data was 

expressed as mean ± SD and the p value≤ 0.05 was considered significant. 

 

RESULTS 

The analyzed data showed that about 70% of families frequently used easy to cook and 

readymade (preserved) dishes. The factors behind making such dishes available to child 

were various including child’s demand due to influence of television.  
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Figure I: Preferred Meal Time for Consumption of Easy-To-Cook Dishes during School Day 

 

 

 

Highest consumption of such dishes during lunch time after school, followed by evening 

meals coincided with the television viewing by most children during that time.
 
Time spent 

watching television was directly
 
related to children's food requests.   

The results highlighted the fact that majority of children used to watch such programs, 

which have a good number of food-related advertisements that may affect the child’s food 

choices. Popular soaps were found to be a high choice amongst the subjects (after children 

programs), indicating poor parental control over content. In view of the adverse advertising 

effects on young minds, a public health report by M Nestle and MF Jacobson
(2)

 recommends 

that advertisements for candy, snacks, fast foods and soft drinks should not be allowed on 

television shows commonly watched by children younger than 10 years of age. 

More children watched television at peak times (between 6pm and 9pm) than any other 

part of the day, their prevalence being 60%. The results also indicated that 97% of all 

subjects’ had either of their meals while watching television. Dinner and evening meals had 

the highest frequency (25% and 23% respectively).  

 

Figure II: Parents Response to Wards Having Meals in front of TV 
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The above responses given by the parents indicated that 28% parents usually did not take 

any responsible step when their wards have meals before television. Rather 10% of the 

parents encouraged such practice by children. Still, majority of parents indicated that they 

would try efficiently to detach children’s meal timings from TV viewing, which highlights 

that parents are now considering the meals before TV a problem issue!  

Analyzing the extent of restrictions by parents for TV viewing as informed by their wards 

brought  out that just over a half of the subjects’ parents (53.3%) exercised any type of 

restriction. Out of those, majority of parents decided the last TV viewing hour or viewing 

time for the child. 

All nutrients calculated from the dietary intakes of the subjects were found to be less than 

the Recommended Dietary Allowances, except for calcium and Vitamin C, which is 

significantly lost during cooking. The food item highly contributing towards greater Vitamin 

C intake in the subjects’ diets was observed to be potato, which was the only vegetable 

consumed by all the subjects. Only four in every ten subjects demanded for vegetables or 

fruits for consumption from their parents. Out of those, only 1% subjects forwarded their 

demand to consume vegetables only, whereas 10% had preference for fruits only.  

 

Figure III: Demand of Vegetables & Fruits by Children to Consume 

 

 
 

Average nutrient intake was higher in males than the females. Protein intake was found to 

be highly correlated with carbohydrate intake and iron intake. The association of iron and 

protein in almost all protein rich foods justifies the result obtained. Total fat intake was 

highly correlated with energy followed by carbohydrate intakes. This suggests a direct 

association of all energy nutrients. The subjects’ fat and carbohydrate intake showed a 

positive correlation with subjects’ weights, implying that consumption of foods rich in 

carbohydrates and fats contribute towards weight gain.  

Only 16% of subjects lied in the normal range of BMI, while 6% of total subjects were either 

overweight or obese. Close to 47% of subjects were found to be severely underweight with 

BMI less than 16kg/m
2 

and 31% of subjects had moderate to mild malnutrition. 

The graph below indicates a positive correlation between macro-nutrients and television 

viewing hours. TV viewing hours was found to be highly correlated with carbohydrate intake 

and also fat intake. 
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Figure IV:  Correlation between TV Viewing Hours and Nutrient Intake 

 
 

Vitamins intake was either inversely correlated, as in the case of Vitamin A (p<0.05), or 

showed no association with TV viewing hours. Highest intake of all nutrients was observed 

in subjects watching television for 2-3 hours. Vitamin A intakes were found to be highest in 

the subjects watching television for less than 1 hour, suggesting higher consumption of 

beta-carotene rich foods, such as fruits and vegetables. 

It was found that higher BMI values in subjects were dependent on higher carbohydrate and 

fat intakes (p<0.05). As we know that most of the easy-to-cook or fast food items or 

advertised food items for children have high carbohydrate content, thus as per the above 

finding, it can be posited that consumption of such food items may tend subjects towards 

higher BMI. All micronutrients showed an inverse or little correlation with BMI. The reason 

can be justified on the assumption that consumption of foods rich in those nutrients, for 

example vegetables and fruits, may not put a subject on the risk of higher BMI values. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Television viewing has been associated with childhood obesity
 
in several epidemiologic 

studies.
(3) 

According to recent UNICEF report, Americans are raising a generation of fat 

children and TV is one of the largest contributing factors. A similar scenario is being 

observed affecting affluent urban home in India. Watching
 

television during meals is 

associated with increased frequency
 
of poor food choices and decreased frequency of good 

choices.
(4-6) 

It was, therefore, of considerable importance to determine the
 
relationship 

between use of television and children's food consumption
 
patterns and their possible side 

effects on the health.  

The results of this study showed higher usage of readymade or easy-to-cook dishes in 

modern Indian families. The relation of eating such dishes while viewing has already been 

the subject of various researches. Studies by Robinson
(3)

 and Van den Bulck & Van Mierlo
(7)

 

have asserted that television viewing may lead to increased caloric intake through the 

consumption of snacks, candy, fast foods and (soft) drinks while viewing. In addition, 

television viewing has been linked to changes in food choice, probably as a result of 

exposure to advertising.
(3)

 This may indicate the increasing inclination of children towards 

the consumption of such easy-to-cook or readymade dishes, most of which are highly 

advertised on television. This result is supported by an earlier study by Sharma
(8)

 that 

demonstrated the preference of ready-to-eat foods by 68.7% of school children compared 

with traditional foods. 80% of the school children felt that advertising played a strong role in 
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their food choices. Furthermore, an experiment conducted with preschool children showed 

that only a brief exposure to food advertisements embedded within children’s programming 

resulted in the children choosing the advertised brand of food over a similar unadvertised 

product.
(9)

 Because children learn television-viewing habits, as well as eating habits, 

primarily from parents,
(10-13)

 the choices parents make about the use of television may be 

associated with choices that they make regarding the foods they buy and make available to 

their children, independently of children's direct requests for advertised foods. This may 

explain the reason behind use of such fast food items for the whole family, including 

parents, which significantly shapes the children’s food choices. 

Here, parental control over the contents of the shows that the child views, plays an 

important role. It is, unfortunately, still lagging behind according to the results obtained in 

this study. Only 45% of the parents agreed that they put some type of restriction over TV 

viewing by their wards. This should be an area of special concern keeping in mind the 

flooding of non-nutritional products advertisements, sexual contents and violent images, 

and glamorising of alcohol and tobacco use on the television.  

The finding of high correlation between fat and carbohydrate intakes with TV viewing hours 

is supported by implications of a study by Matheson et al.
(14)

 They reported that snacks 

were consumed more frequently
 
during television viewing than were any of the meals. They 

also concluded that a significant proportion of children's daily energy intake is consumed 

during television viewing, and the consumption of high-fat foods on weekends may be 

associated with BMI in younger children. 

Vitamin A intake showed negative correlation with TV viewing hours. This may suggest 

lower intake of fruits and vegetables, food items which are not advertised, by the subjects. 

These associations
 
may be a result of the replacement of fruits and vegetables

 
in youths’ 

diets by foods highly advertised on television. Because children may have more autonomy 

or choice in their snacks than in their meals, they may not choose vegetables for snacks
 

during television viewing. Similar finding had also been observed by Jarrett et al,
(5)

 who 

concluded that television viewing is inversely associated with
 
intake of fruit and vegetables 

among adolescents. 

Diet-influenced physiologic variables associated with
 
chronic disease track from childhood 

into adulthood,
(15-18)

 and evidence suggests a positive association between obesity
 

in 

adolescence and morbidity in later life.
(19)

 For these reasons there ought to be considerable 

interest in deepening
 
our understanding of the influences on children's diets. Accordingly, 

eating while watching television may be an important behavior to target in interventions 

designed to alter children’s overall food intake. Food consumption during television viewing 

differs between weekend days and weekdays, and therefore weekend-weekday differences 

must be considered both in the design of studies of food consumption during television 

viewing and in the analysis of the data generated by such studies. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

These results contribute to people’s understanding of the relationships between television 

and children’s diets. Although previous researches have established a link between 

television and children’s requests for and consumption of advertised foods, the results of 

this research suggest that there are also associations between television and children’s 

consumption of foods not normally advertised, such as fruit and vegetables. The findings 

suggest that television viewing may
 

contribute to a decline in fruit and vegetable 
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consumption among
 
children. Television viewing is hypothesized as a contributing

 
factor 

because of its documented role in encouraging consumption
 
of highly advertised foods that 

may lead to the replacement
 
of fruits and vegetables.  

Increasing healthful infomercials to encourage fruit and vegetable consumption may be one 

approach to counteracting advertising. However, as long as market forces determine the 

content of televised advertisements, the promotion of healthy dietary practices will likely be 

undermined. 
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