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Abstract
Background: In 2014, USDA established nutrition standards for snack foods sold in schools. Many manufacturers reformulated

products to meet these Smart Snacks standards, but continue to advertise unhealthy versions of the same brands. Furthermore, Smart
Snack packaging often looks similar to less nutritious versions sold outside of schools (look-alike products). This practice may
confuse consumers about the nutritional quality of Smart Snacks and raise concerns about schools selling them.

Methods: An online experiment with 659 students (13–17 years) and 859 parents (children ages 10–13) was performed.
Participants randomly viewed information about snacks sold at a hypothetical school, including (1) look-alike Smart Snacks;
(2) existing store versions of the same brands; (3) repackaged Smart Snacks (highlighting differences versus unhealthy versions);
or (4) consistent brands (i.e., Smart Snack versions also sold in stores). They then rated the individual snacks offered and the
school selling them.

Results: As hypothesized, students and parents rated look-alike and store versions similarly in taste, healthfulness, and purchase
intent, while considering repackaged Smart Snacks as healthier, but less tasty. Most participants also inaccurately believed they had
seen look-alike products for sale in stores. Furthermore, they rated schools offering look-alike Smart Snacks and store versions as
less concerned about students’ health and well-being than schools in the other two conditions.

Conclusions: The nutritional quality of snacks sold in schools has improved, but many Smart Snacks are virtually indistin-
guishable from less nutritious versions widely sold outside of schools. This practice likely benefits the brands, but may not improve
children’s overall diet and undermines schools’ ability to teach good nutrition.

Background

C
ompanies spend millions marketing foods and
beverages in schools, exceeded only by television
advertising and premiums in marketing expendi-

tures aimed at children and adolescents.1 Unfortunately,
in-school marketing promotes primarily nutrient-poor prod-
ucts, including sugary drinks, fast food, snack foods, and
candy. Sales of branded products represent one of the most
common forms of food marketing in schools.2 One-half of
middle schools and 70% of high schools have exclusive
vending contracts that allow companies to sell branded
beverages to students, and 25% of middle schools sell
branded food items. Even in elementary schools, 44% of
students can purchase competitive foods (i.e., products sold
in school outside of the school meal program), including
potato chips, candy, and cookies.3 Benefits to companies
selling branded products in schools include increased sales,
brand recognition and loyalty, implied school endorsement
of products, and positive brand associations from percep-
tions that companies support schools.2,4–6

In 2013, the USDA established nutrition standards
for competitive foods and beverages sold in schools and
designated products that meet these standards as Smart
Snacks.7 Smart Snacks went into effect in September 2014
and significantly improved the nutritional quality of foods
and beverages in schools, prohibiting sales of regular soda,
candy, high-fat chips, and other nutrient-poor products on
school grounds during the school day. In response, some
snack food manufacturers reformulated their existing
products to meet Smart Snacks nutrition standards.6 For
example, a reduced-fat Smart Snack version of Cheetos
contains less fat and sodium and no saturated fat and is
packaged in a smaller serving size than the traditional
version of Cheetos sold in stores. Similarly, whole-grain
Pop-Tarts sold as Smart Snacks in schools contain more
fiber and protein and less fat and sodium than versions of
Pop-Tarts sold in stores. However, many brands that offer
Smart Snacks for sale in schools continue to advertise and
sell their less nutritious products to young people outside
of schools. Of note, Tostitos, Pop-Tarts, Lay’s Potato
Chips, Cheetos, and Doritos were the most advertised
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snack brands to teens in 20146 and all these brands offer
nutritionally improved versions as Smart Snacks for sale in
schools. Furthermore, packaging for the Smart Snack
versions of these products looks similar to the less nutri-
tious advertised versions that are available in stores.6,8

This common practice of selling Smart Snack versions
of less nutritious brands of snack foods in schools raises
public health concerns. Selling these nutritionally im-
proved products provides companies the opportunity to
market their brands to youth in schools. Offering re-
formulated Smart Snack products in packaging that looks
similar to less nutritious versions of the same brand—
especially when these products are widely advertised to
youth and readily available outside of schools—may be
especially problematic. Consumer behavior research sug-
gests that look-alike products increase consumer confu-
sion.9,10 Therefore, sales of look-alike Smart Snacks in
schools could also lead students and parents to infer that
the same brands offered on store shelves meet school nu-
trition standards. Finally, offering versions of typically
less nutritious brands of snacks in schools, even if they
meet Smart Snacks nutrition standards, could counteract
schools’ efforts to teach students about good nutrition and
health and/or lead parents to question schools’ commit-
ment to their students’ health and well-being.

This study is the first to examine how selling look-alike
Smart Snacks in schools affects attitudes about the brands
and perceptions of schools selling these products. We hy-
pothesized that offering look-alike Smart Snack versions
of typically less nutritious snack brands in schools will (1)
increase students’ positive attitudes toward intent to pur-
chase and perceived healthfulness of the brands; (2) con-
fuse parents and students about the differences between
Smart Snacks and less nutritious versions available in
stores; and (3) cause parents and students to believe that the
school is less concerned about students’ health and well-
being. We also hypothesized that packaging that clearly
differentiates Smart Snacks from versions sold outside of
schools will reduce these effects.

Methods
Using an online experimental design with four condi-

tions, we compared hypothetical schools that offered (1)
look-alike Smart Snacks (i.e., brands currently sold in
schools that also offer less nutritious versions for sale
outside of schools in similar-looking packages); (2) re-
packaged Smart Snacks (i.e., the same look-alike Smart
Snacks in alternative packaging designed to look clearly
different from the less nutritious versions for sale in
stores); or (3) store versions (i.e., the less nutritious ver-
sions sold in stores) of the same look-alike Smart Snack
brands and a school that offered only (4) consistent brands
(i.e., brands that offer Smart Snack products with the same
nutritional composition for sale both inside and outside of
schools). Participants included students aged 13 to 17 years
(online recruitment of children under age 13 is restricted

by online privacy regulations). We also recruited parents of
children 10- to 13-years-old. Parents of older youth were
not included as they tend to be less involved in their
children’s purchasing decisions and thus would be less able
to answer questions about their children’s attitudes about
snacks. The University’s Institutional Review Board
Human Subject Committee determined the study with both
samples to be exempt.

Participants
Researchers recruited participants through Survey Sam-

pling International (SSI), a market research company with
a representative panel of US adults (ages 18+) who have
consented to participate in online surveys. SSI recruits its
panelists by placing banner advertisements on websites,
social networks, and other online communities, as well as
through text messaging. For quality control, members
periodically receive rewards, but no compensation for
individual surveys. To recruit parents for this study, SSI
randomly sent invitations to qualified panelists who indi-
cated consent if they chose to participate. To recruit students,
SSI sent invitations with a brief description of the study to a
random selection of panelists with a child aged 13 to 17
years who had previously indicated their child could answer
surveys. The parent provided the survey to the child who
also indicated consent at the beginning of the survey.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four ex-
perimental conditions and screened for parents, with a
child in grades 4 through 9, and students aged 13 to 17
years, in grades 7 through 12, attending a school that sold
snacks or beverages outside of the school meal program.
Parents with more than one qualified child answered
questions about the child with the most recent birthday.

Survey Design
Researchers developed versions of the student and par-

ent surveys for each of four conditions (i.e., the types of
snacks sold in a hypothetical school). Surveys were ad-
ministered using Qualtrics online survey software. After
screening, participants examined a page with images of
12 snacks explaining that one school (student survey) or
one middle school (parent survey) was considering offer-
ing these products for sale to students. The 12 snacks in-
cluded five snacks that differed by condition (see Fig. 1)
and seven additional snacks (these snacks all met Smart
Snacks standards, including products sold in and outside of
schools, and did not differ by condition) selected from an
online school resource listing products that meet Smart
Snacks standards.8,11 Twelve products were presented to
resemble the selection of different products that would be
available in a school vending machine or store, but only
five products that varied by condition were included in the
analyses. Look-alike Smart Snacks and consistent brand
conditions included images from the Smart Snacks web-
site, while the store versions’ condition used images from
brand websites depicting products sold in stores. A
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designer created new packages for the repackaged Smart
Snack condition, including the same product information
as actual Smart Snacks with modified colors and greater
emphasis on nutritional improvements (compared with the
less nutritious versions available in stores).

After examining the snacks, participants indicated their
agreement with statements about a school offering these 12
products for sale to students. They then rated the five in-
dividual snacks of interest on expected taste (parents in-
dicated how much they thought their children would like
it). Parents indicated if they thought their child would buy
these snacks and if they would give their child money to
buy them. Students indicated if the product was currently
for sale in their school, if they had purchased it previously,
or their intent to purchase. Students and parents also in-
dicated whether they had seen the products for sale outside
of schools, and then rated the healthfulness of individ-
ual products. Students in the look-alike Smart Snacks,
store versions, and consistent brand conditions also rated
the healthfulness of look-alike and store versions of the
same brands presented together. Finally, participants an-
swered demographic questions about themselves and par-
ents answered questions about their children.

Using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk), parents of
children aged 10 to 13 years (n = 196) piloted a preliminary
version of the parent survey, giving feedback on unclear
or difficult-to-answer questions. Cognitive testing of the
student survey used a convenience sample of adolescents
aged 13 to 17 years (n = 15).

Statistical Analysis
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) with Bonferroni post hoc

corrections assessed differences in responses by experi-

mental condition for students and parents. Within-subjects
t-tests evaluated significant differences in students’ side-by-
side ratings of look-alike Smart Snacks versus store ver-
sions of the same brands (for the five brands that varied
by condition).

Results
In total, 859 parents participated in the survey, and 724

students (aged 13–17 years) agreed to participate. After
excluding students who did not attend a school selling
snacks outside of school meals (n = 65, 10%), 659 students
participated in the full survey. Both samples were diverse
in race/ethnicity and education (Table 1).

Attitudes About the Snacks
As predicted, mean attitudes about the healthfulness of

the five snacks evaluated differed significantly by condition
(Table 2). Both parents and students rated snacks in the
consistent brand condition as significantly healthier than
snacks in the three less nutritious brand conditions. They
also rated repackaged Smart Snacks as healthier than both
store and look-alike versions of the same snack brands. In
addition, parents, but not students, rated look-alike snacks as
significantly healthier than store versions of snack brands.

Parents’ and students’ expected taste ratings also dif-
fered by condition, as did parents’ beliefs that their child
would buy the snacks and students’ purchase intent. Par-
ents indicated that their children would like the taste and
would buy consistent snack brands significantly less than
snacks in the three less nutritious brand conditions. Stu-
dents also believed that they would like the taste of con-
sistent snack brands less than less nutritious brands (for

Figure 1. Snack packages presented in the four experimental conditions. (Color image is available online at www.liebertpub.com/chi.)
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snacks that were not available at their schools) and that
they would like repackaged Smart Snacks significantly less
than either look-alike or store versions of the same snack
brands. Students were more likely to have purchased the
store versions than the consistent snack brands (for snacks

available in their schools). Notably, neither parents nor
students expected the taste of look-alike and store versions
to differ significantly, and students did not report signifi-
cant differences in previous purchases of look-alike, re-
packaged, or store versions of less nutritious snack brands.

Table 1. Participant Characteristics

Student participants

Mean age, years (SD) 15.1 (1.3)

Male, n (%) 317 (51)

Grade, n (%)

7 or 8 106 (16)

9 or 10 208 (47)

11 or 12 245 (37)

Race/ethnicity, n (%)

White only 413 (67)

Black only 89 (14)

Mixed/other race 64 (10)

Hispanic 83 (13)

English-speaking, primary 572 (92)

Parents’ highest education, n (%)

Some high school or GED 117 (19)

Some college 196 (32)

4-year college 210 (34)

Postgraduate 97 (16)

Parent participants

Parents Their children

Male, n (%) 380 (46) Male, n (%) 429 (52)

Age, n (%) Grade, mean (SD) 6.3 (1.3)

34 or younger 227 (28) School type, n (%)

35 to 44 387 (47) Elementary 296 (36)

45 or older 202 (25) Middle school 503 (61)

Race/ethnicity, n (%) School sells snacks, n (%)

White only 573 (70) Elementary 186 (63)

Black only 95 (12) Middle school 348 (69)

Mixed/other race 96 (12) Child buys snacks at school, n (%)

Hispanic 96 (12) Never 28 (5)

English-speaking, primary, n (%) 762 (93) Once per week or less 226 (42)

Highest education, n (%) 2 to 4 times per week 161 (30)

Some high school or GED 131 (16) Every day 109 (20)

Some college 282 (35)

4-year college 277 (34)

Postgraduate 127 (16)
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When examining students’ attitudes about individual
snack brands, some interesting findings were noted. Al-
though students rated consistent snack brands lower in
expected taste overall compared with all versions of the
less nutritious brands, average expected taste ratings for
these brands were generally positive, ranging from 4.66
(of 9) to 6.80, which were comparable with ratings for
repackaged versions of less nutritious brands. Further-
more, as noted, students rated the store versions of less
nutritious brands as less healthy than the repackaged
Smart Snacks and the consistent brands, but they did not
rate these nutritionally poor snack foods as unhealthy
overall. Rather, they rated them neutral in healthfulness
(i.e., *5 [neither healthy nor unhealthy] on a 9-point
scale) (M = 4.37–5.48).

Consumer Confusion
As noted, parents and students tended to rate the look-

alike and store versions of less nutritious snack brands as
similar in healthfulness, whereas they tended to view the
repackaged Smart Snacks that emphasized improved
nutrition as healthier. Similar taste ratings for look-alike
and store versions of less nutritious snack brands also
indicate that students and parents viewed them similarly.
However, when asked to compare healthfulness of store
and look-alike versions of the same product directly,
students did recognize that look-alike products were
healthier (M = 5.10 and 4.73, respectively), t(441) = 10.76,
p < 0.001.

Examination of where students and parents believed
they had seen different versions of less nutritious snack

brands indicated further potential for consumer confusion
(Table 3). Although parents and students were significantly
less likely to indicate that they had seen repackaged ver-
sions of the less nutritious snack brands in school or in
stores, they believed they had seen approximately two of
the products for sale (notably, researchers had created
these packages, they were not sold anywhere). In addition,
both parents and students believed they had seen on av-
erage four look-alike versions of less nutritious brands in
stores, although these products are not generally available
outside schools. Students also believed that store versions
of three less nutritious brands on average were still avail-
able for sale in their schools.

Attitudes About Schools
Finally, as predicted, the snacks offered for sale in a

school affected students’ and parents’ attitudes about the
school (Table 4). Both parents and students rated schools
that offered consistent snack brands as significantly more
concerned about students’ health and well-being compared
with schools that offered look-alike and store versions of
less nutritious snack brands. Parents also rated schools that
offered repackaged snacks as more concerned about stu-
dents’ health and well-being. In contrast, parents and stu-
dents rated schools that offered store versions of less
nutritious brands as more interested in providing snacks
that students prefer compared with schools offering either
repackaged versions of the brands or only consistent
brands. Students also rated schools that offered less nu-
tritious brands higher on providing snacks with wide ap-
peal, while parents, but not students, rated them as more

Table 2. Attitudes Toward the Snacks (Aggregate for Five Snacks Evaluated)

Less nutritious snack brands, mean (SD)

Look-alike
smart snacks

(a)

Repackaged
smart snacks

(b)

Store
versions

(c)

Consistent
brands

(d)

Parents n = 207 n = 219 n = 198 n = 195

It is healthy (1–9) 5.12 (1.86)c 5.76 (1.77)a,c 4.45 (1.87) 6.68 (1.31)a,b,c F(3, 815) = 60.29 p < 0.001

My child would like the taste (1–9) 7.13 (1.34)d 6.83 (1.51)d 7.15 (1.36)d 6.11 (1.63) F(3, 815) = 21.72 p < 0.001

My child would buy it (1–5) 3.84 (0.79)d 3.78 (0.86)d 3.84 (0.79)d 3.36 (0.87) F(3, 815) = 15.55 p < 0.001

I would give my child money (1–5) 3.64 (0.99) 3.67 (0.97) 3.44 (1.02) 3.62 (0.91) F(3, 815) = 2.27 p = 0.08

Students n = 165 n = 184 n = 154 n = 137

It is healthy (1–9) 5.00 (1.67) 5.85 (1.65)a,c 4.97 (1.80) 6.71 (1.16)a,b,c F(3, 636) = 38.74 p < 0.001

I would like the taste (1–9) 6.92 (1.23)b,d 6.42 (1.48)d 7.05 (1.29)b,d 5.92 (1.49) F(3, 636) = 20.60 p < 0.001

Previously purchased (1–5)* 2.16 (1.42) 2.19 (1.78) 2.26 (1.42)d 1.72 (1.51) F(3, 496) = 2.66 p = 0.05

I would buy it (1–5)** 3.09 (0.89) 3.33 (0.87)d 3.38 (1.01) 2.76 (0.80) F(3, 139) = 4.24 p < 0.01

Superscript lowercase letter indicates significantly higher than other condition (indicated by letter) at p < 0.05.

*Number of products previously purchased at school, only includes products that students indicated were available in their school.

**Mean purchase intent, only includes products that students indicated were not available in their schools.
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interested in making money from snacks, compared with
schools offering only consistent brands.

Discussion
As predicted, offering nutritionally improved versions

of snack brands in packaging that looks similar to less

nutritious versions widely available in stores (look-alike
Smart Snacks) may confuse students and parents. Unless
placed side-by-side, students could not distinguish look-
alike Smart Snacks currently sold in schools from the
less nutritious versions sold in stores. Both parents and
students believed that look-alike Smart Snacks were less
healthy than the same snacks repackaged to emphasize

Table 4. Attitudes About the School That Sells These Products (Agreement, 1–7)

Less nutritious snack brands, mean (SD)

Look-alike
smart snacks

(a)

Repackaged
smart snacks

(b)

Store
versions

(c)

Consistent
brands

(d)

Parents n = 207 n = 219 n = 198 n = 195 F(3, 815) p

Student well-being 5.08 (1.46) 5.46 (1.29)a,c 5.10 (1.45) 5.70 (1.24)a,c 9.73 <0.001

Student health 5.24 (1.39) 5.61 (1.26)a 5.12 (1.42) 5.89 (1.19)a,c 14.22 <0.001

Parents approve 5.32 (1.33) 5.62 (1.18) 5.34 (1.22) 5.82 (1.10)a,c 7.68 <0.001

Students prefer 5.49 (1.28)d 5.16 (1.45) 5.53 (1.17)b,d 4.91 (1.56) 9.10 <0.001

Wide appeal 5.77 (1.17) 5.65 (1.24) 5.87 (1.13) 5.68 (1.23) 1.46 0.22

Make money 5.14 (1.52) 4.99 (1.58) 5.29 (1.46)d 4.78 (1.66) 3.85 <0.01

Affordable options 5.40 (1.41) 5.41 (1.24) 5.38 (1.39) 5.48 (1.35) 0.21 0.89

Students n = 165 n = 184 n = 154 n = 137 F(3, 616) p

Student well-being 5.28 (1.41) 5.62 (1.14) 5.53 (1.30) 5.74 (1.18)a 3.72 <0.01

Student health 5.26 (1.34) 5.73 (1.12) 5.47 (1.28) 5.89 (1.12)a,c 7.81 <0.001

Parents approve 5.41 (1.23) 5.73 (1.22) 5.51 (1.33) 5.79 (1.15) 3.23 0.02

Students like me prefer 5.47 (1.41)d 5.15 (1.49) 5.70 (1.16)b,d 5.00 (1.57) 7.20 <0.001

Wide appeal 5.69 (1.29) 5.56 (1.28) 5.94 (1.14)b,d 5.48 (1.36) 3.60 <0.01

Make money 5.02 (1.49) 5.19 (1.55) 5.06 (1.61) 4.96 (1.45) 0.68 0.57

Affordable options 5.43 (1.23) 5.38 (1.29) 5.60 (1.14) 5.48 (1.19) 0.96 0.41

Superscript lowercase letter indicates significantly higher than other condition (indicated by letter) at p < 0.05.

Table 3. Perceived Product Availability Outside and Inside Schools (Number of Products
[of Five Possible] that Participants Indicate They Have Seen for Sale Inside or Outside
of School)

Less nutritious snack brands, mean (SD)

Look-alike
smart snacks

(a)

Repackaged
smart snacks

(b)

Store
versions

(c)

Products seen outside
of school: parents

*3.70 (1.40)b *1.91 (1.72) 4.30 (1.03)a,b F(2, 633) = 164.04, p < 0.001

Products seen outside
of school: students

*3.73 (1.34)b *2.08 (1.78) 4.49 (0.93)a,b F(2, 479) = 118.48, p < 0.001

Products available
in school: students

2.52 (1.51)b *1.82 (1.83) *2.75 (1.51)b F(2, 501) = 15.14, p < 0.001

Superscript lowercase letter indicates significantly higher than other condition (indicated by letter) at p < 0.05.

*Indicates potential misidentification (i.e., products are not generally available in schools and/or outside of schools).
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nutritional improvements. In addition, parents and students
believed that they had seen four of five of the look-alike
Smart Snacks in stores, although they are not generally
available outside of schools. Similarly, students thought that
they could purchase the majority of store versions of the
brands (that do not meet Smart Snacks standards) in schools.

These results demonstrate that packaging Smart Snacks
to look similar to less nutritious versions of the same
brands may benefit the brands. Students thought they
would like the taste of look-alike Smart Snacks as much as
they liked the store versions of these brands, whereas they
expected to like the taste of the same snacks in different
packaging less. As expected taste is a strong predictor of
purchase intent and actual liking,12,13 companies likely
maximize their sales in schools when students perceive
Smart Snacks to be similar to or the same as products sold
outside of schools. It also likely increases sales outside of
schools as selling brands in schools allows them to market
to a large segment of youth and implies school endorse-
ment of their brands.4,5,8 In this case, consumer confusion
could be an effective marketing strategy.

However, these results also indicate that selling look-
alike Smart Snacks in schools may not serve the best in-
terests of students or schools. Students did not believe that
even the less nutritious versions of the snacks sold in stores
were unhealthy (rating them neutral to somewhat healthy),
and look-alike Smart Snacks in schools may worsen this
misperception. Furthermore, students did not dislike the
consistently nutritious brands examined (rating them neu-
tral to like somewhat), indicating they would likely pur-
chase these products if they were the only options available
in schools. Finally, both parents and students believed that
schools offering look-alike Smart Snacks were less con-
cerned about students’ health and well-being than schools
offering clearly more nutritious snacks (i.e., repackaged
Smart Snacks or consistent brands). Notably, these sig-
nificant differences occurred when just 5 of 12 snacks of-
fered were look-alike Smart Snacks or less nutritious store
versions of the brands. When students and parents believe
that schools are more interested in offering snacks that
students prefer than in students’ health and well-being, it
likely hurts schools’ credibility when teaching nutrition
and good health and may interfere with efforts to promote
good nutrition in school meals.

These findings also suggest potential improvements to
the Smart Snacks standards. The USDA could establish
regulations to allow brands to sell products as Smart
Snacks in schools only if they do not also advertise and/or
sell less nutritious versions of their brands to young people
outside of schools. Alternatively, USDA could require that
brands package their Smart Snack versions in a way that
clearly distinguishes them from the less nutritious versions
sold outside of schools. Individual school districts could
also establish similar provisions in their local school
wellness policies. School food service providers could also
work with companies that offer snack foods consisting of
fruits, vegetables, and nuts to offer their products as Smart

Snacks in schools. Public health advocates also have sug-
gested that selling look-alike products in schools is a form
of marketing for the brands and may not comply with new
USDA rules requiring that school wellness policies permit
only foods and beverages that meet Smart Snacks standards
to be marketed on school campuses during the school day.14

This study does have limitations. Exposure to the brands
in this study occurred online and it is possible that par-
ticipants would have responded differently if given the
opportunity to hold and examine the packages. In addition,
previous consumption of brands may have affected stu-
dents’ and parents’ responses. However, random assign-
ment of participants to conditions was used to control for
any individual differences that might have affected re-
sponses. Finally, the use of an online survey panel does not
provide a representative sample of the entire population.
Panel members must have internet access in their homes
and they tend to be more educated and have higher in-
comes than the general population. However, the education
level is associated with greater use and understanding of
nutrition information15 and thus maybe this sample may
have noticed and/or placed more importance on nutritional
differences compared with a less educated population.
Although school food advocates have noted that look-alike
Smart Snacks are confusing to students and parents,16

follow-up research conducted in a retail and/or school
setting with a more diverse sample could further confirm
these findings.

Conclusion
The implementation of Smart Snacks nutrition standards

has improved the nutritional quality of snack foods sold to
young people in schools. However, rather than the array of
fruits, nuts, low-fat dairy, and whole-grain products envi-
sioned by many school food advocates when the standards
were introduced, many of the products now commonly
sold in school vending machines and stores are almost
indistinguishable from the less nutritious products widely
marketed and sold to young people outside of schools. It is
unclear how encouraging youth to consume somewhat
more nutritious versions of chips, fruit snacks, and sweets
in schools—especially when they think these products are
the same ones they buy at the corner store—will lead to
better diet and long-term health. Selling look-alike Smart
Snacks in schools benefits the brands that offer these prod-
ucts, but schools, parents, and public health advocates must
also consider whether this practice benefits the students who
purchase them.

Acknowledgments

The authors are grateful to Whitney Hubbard for de-
signing product images; Katherine Rich for her assistance
with the literature review; Xun Li, PhD, for data assistance;
and Sally Mancini, MPH, for assistance with manuscript
preparation.

CHILDHOOD OBESITY Month 2016 7



Funding Source
Michael & Susan Dell Foundation.

Author Disclosure Statement

No competing financial interests exist.

References

1. Federal Trade Commission. 2012. A review of food marketing to
children and adolescents: Follow-up report. Available at www
.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/reports/review-food-marketing-
children-and-adolescents-follow-report/121221foodmarketingreport
.pdf Last accessed February 28, 2016.

2. Terry-McElrath YM, Turner L, Sandoval A, et al. Commercialism
in US elementary and secondary school nutrition environments:
Trends from 2007 to 2012. JAMA Pediatr 2014;168:234–242.

3. Turner L, Chaloupka FJ, Chiriqui, J, et al. School policies and
practices to improve health and prevent obesity: National ele-
mentary school survey results: School years 2006–2007 and 2007–
2008. Institute for Health Research and Policy: Chicago, IL.
Available at: www.bridgingthegapresearch.org/_asset/8pg36p/ES_
2010_execsumm.pdf Last accessed February 28, 2016.

4. Harris JL, Fox T. Food and beverage marketing in schools: Putting
student health at the head of the class. JAMA Pediatr 2014;168:
206–208.

5. Molnar A, Garcia DR, Boninger F, et al. Marketing of foods of
minimal nutritional value to children in schools. Prev Med 2008;
47:504–507.

6. Harris JL, Schwartz MB, Shehan C, et al. 2015. Snack FACTS
2015: Evaluating snack food nutrition and marketing to youth.
UConn Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity. Available at:
www.uconnruddcenter.org/files/Pdfs/SnackFACTS_2015_Fulldraft02
.pdf Last accessed February 28, 2016.

7. United States Department of Agriculture. Smart snacks in school.
2013. Available at www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/allfoods_
flyer.pdf Last accessed February 28, 2016.

8. Wilking C. 2014. Copycat Snacks in Schools. The public health
advocacy institute, Northeastern Law school. Available at: www

.phaionline.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/PHAI-Copy-Cat-
Snacks-Issue-Brief-FINAL.pdf Last accessed February 28, 2016.

9. Don Edwards & Associates Limited. 2009. A study into the impact
of similar packaging on consumer behaviour. British Brands
Group. Available at: www.britishbrandsgroup.org.uk/upload/File/
BBG%20packaging%20study%20Feb%2009.pdf Last accessed
February 28, 2016.

10. Vincent-Wayne M, Papavassiliou V. Marketing causes and impli-
cations of consumer confusion. J Product Brand Manag 1990;8:
319–339.

11. Alliance for a Healthier Generation. 2014. Alliance product
cCalculator. Available at: www.healthiergeneration.org/take_action/
schools/snacks_and_beverages/smart_snacks/alliance_product_
calculator Last accessed February 28, 2016.

12. Drewnowski A. Taste preferences and food intake. Ann Rev Nutr
1997;17:237–253.

13. Heard AM, Harris JL, Liu S, Schwartz MB. Piloting an online
grocery store simulation to assess children’s food choices. Appetite
2015;96:260–267.

14. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. Local
school wellness policy implementation under the healthy, hunger-
free kids act of 2010. Final rule. Retrieved from www.fns.usda
.gov/sites/default/files/cn/FR-072116c.pdf Last accessed July 8, 2016.

15. Campos S, Doxey J, Hammond D. Nutrition labels on pre-
packaged foods: A systematic review. Public Health Nutr 2011;14:
8: 1496–1506.

16. Sigel EB. 2014. Copycat: Junk food in schools-why is anyone
surprised? Retrieved from: www.thelunchtray.com/copycat-junk-
food-schools Last accessed July 8, 2016.

Address correspondence to:
Jennifer L. Harris, PhD, MBA

Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity
University of Connecticut

One Constitution Plaza, Suite 600
Hartford, CT 06103

E-mail: jennifer.harris@uconn.edu

8 HARRIS ET AL.

http://online.liebertpub.com/action/showLinks?pmid=26409642&crossref=10.1016%2Fj.appet.2015.09.020
http://online.liebertpub.com/action/showLinks?pmid=21241532&crossref=10.1017%2FS1368980010003290
http://online.liebertpub.com/action/showLinks?pmid=18755214&crossref=10.1016%2Fj.ypmed.2008.07.019
http://online.liebertpub.com/action/showLinks?pmid=9240927&crossref=10.1146%2Fannurev.nutr.17.1.237
http://online.liebertpub.com/action/showLinks?pmid=24424573&crossref=10.1001%2Fjamapediatrics.2013.4521
http://online.liebertpub.com/action/showLinks?pmid=24424446&crossref=10.1001%2Fjamapediatrics.2013.5003

