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 As you seat yourself in the red plastic chair next to the brightly colored plastic play 

structure, you take a moment to watch as your child opens their happy meal. The box is 

covered with puzzles and games and McDonalds characters and exudes an image of childish 

fun. You watch as your child tears open the top while they reach in for their very own brand 

new Shrek toy, looks up at you and smiles. There is a hidden message in that smile. One that 

says that if left unchecked, the negative influence that fast food will have on your child will 

make them look back at this moment in twenty years and grimace. 

 The negative effects of fast food on both our physical and mental states directly relate 

to the American ideals of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. The fast food giants sacrifice 

our right to life by offering a product that is potentially unsafe and by establishing unhealthy 

eating habits.  They sacrifice our rights to liberty by creating our identities as consumer beings. 

Lastly, they hinder our ability to pursue happiness by causing the both of the former problems.  

It is through the fast food industry’s attempts to advertise and to appeal to us at a very young 

age that they are able to deny us our fundamental rights before we are old enough to make 

informed choices. 
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 As the number of overweight and obese individuals continues to rise, the importance of 

a healthy diet is paramount. In Eric Schlosser’s 2001 National bestseller Fast Food Nation he 

reports that forty-four million American adults are obese, six million are “super-obese”, and 

about two hundred and eighty thousand Americans die every year as a direct result of being 

overweight (Schlosser 240-242). In 2004 an estimated sixty-five percent of Americans were 

considered overweight or obese, and approximately sixty-one million Americans (twenty-five 

percent of the total population) could be classified as obese (Tsao) . Despite increased 

awareness in society the number of overweight and obese adults in America increased by just 

under half their number in three short years. Being overweight can develop severe health risks 

such as heart disease, high blood pressure and diabetes. Each of these conditions can lead to a 

painful and potentially fatal outcome. Most of this danger can be attributed to the increased 

consumption of the disgustingly high fat and sugar contents of most items on the fast food 

menu.  

Many of these overweight adults began their trek to an unhealthy lifestyle innocently by 

developing poor eating habits and a connection to fast food at a young age. If the 

consequences of an unhealthy lifestyle can compromise our very right to life, and the fast food 

companies consciously attempt to drive us towards it, then the fast food companies share the 

blame for denying us our right. Schlosser makes this connection best when he states, “the 

flavors of childhood foods seem to leave an indelible mark, and adults often return to them . . . 

childhood memories of Happy Meals can translate  into frequent adult visits to McDonald’s” 

(Schlosser 123). The fast food industry invests millions in creating and perfecting these flavors 
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that bring people back again and again. The problem that the industry faces is bringing in 

children in order to establish these lifelong relationships with their products.  

In order to combat this problem, the industry giants have no lack of tools at their 

disposal to entice children and have them begging for fast food. McDonald’s has the happy 

meal and Ronald McDonald. Burger King has the Burger King Kid’s Club. Both companies 

construct playgrounds for children full of bright colors and plastic designed to draw in kids with 

nowhere else to go. Soft drink companies advertise in public schools in exchange for funding. 

The presence of advertising for the fast food companies in a child’s life is ubiquitous. Although 

children do not have an income of their own, it does not free them from being a potential 

consumer in the eyes of the corporations. Schlosser references a January 1999 issue of 

Beverage Industry that explains, “eight-year-olds are considered ideal customers; they have 

about sixty-five years of purchasing in front of them” (Schlosser 54). Fast food companies 

depend on parents to provide the purchasing power for their children.  

It is ultimately the parent’s choice whether or not to purchase fast food for their 

children. Unfortunately, for many mothers and fathers, the choice is not an easy one. In a 

society where living expenses are increasing, more parents forced to work extended hours in 

order to support their families. These parents go out of their way to appease their kids and 

offer them fast food as a form of instant gratification and a way to spend the little time they 

have with their children. 

It is this same situation that allows fast food companies to have their greatest influence 

where it is most damaging, at home. Miriam E. Bar-on, a member of the Department of 
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Pediatrics at Loyola University, states that American children watch about twelve thousand 

hours of television by the time they graduate (Bar-on). With such a large amount of time spent 

watching television, a generous portion of that time is spent watching advertisements. Unlike 

adults, children are not afforded the luxury of making decisions based upon the media they are 

exposed to. According to the Committee on Communications in the December 2006 issue of 

Pediatrics, “Research has shown that young children—younger than 8 years—are cognitively 

and psychologically defenseless against advertising” (Committee on Communications). What 

this means is that young children do not understand the messages being conveyed by the 

advertisements they are exposed to. That they have difficulty discerning between the program 

they are watching and the advertisements that are inserted in between. Because they are so 

vulnerable to advertisements, the enormous presence of fast food advertisements on television 

make them that much more sinister. This relationship is enforced by the high number of fast 

food plugs in both the commercials and the programs themselves. Dr. Bar-on states that “fast 

foods are among the most heavily advertised products on television programmes aimed at 

children” (Bar-on).  

The desire for fast food is increased dramatically with the use of cross-promotional tie-

ins that fast food companies employ in order to get children to visit their restaurant. 

McDonald’s enacted this strategy by offering a line of SpongeBob Squarepants toys included in 

their happy meals. Consider the scenario that while watching an episode of SpongeBob 

Squarepants, a child is then exposed to an advertisement by McDonald’s featuring the toys that 

are included in their Happy Meals. Wanting the toy, the child then asks the parent for it. In 

order to get the toy, the child’s parents must purchase fast food. The parent, wanting to make 
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the child happy, drives to McDonalds and buys the Happy Meal for the child. The price for the 

meal itself is low, but the cost of the underlying lesson it teaches the child is steep. This teaches 

kids to act in the mindset of a consumer. It tells them that in order to be happy they have to 

pay for it. The problem is that the child can become dependent on this method of instant 

gratification. So much so, they become enslaved to the process of purchasing rewards; thereby 

sacrificing their fundamental freedom in order to please a desire that they could have lived 

without. 

Ultimately, the fast food industries have enough influence in order to cause enough 

lifelong damage to both mental and physical health to deny most Americans their right to 

pursue happiness unhindered. Unhealthy eating habits that lead to obesity and obesity related 

health conditions, along with the financial difficulties related to overspending can be 

devastating. Though it does not make it impossible, the negative effects of consuming too much 

fast food are enough to make it much harder to achieve our goals in life. This does not mean 

that there is no way to counteract the messages being sent by the fast food industry. As parents 

we have a responsibility to teach our children early and often about the impact that fast food 

can have on their lives. We must teach them how to make smart decisions with their money so 

they do not fall victim to the need for impulse purchases in order to feel happy later in life. We 

must explain the power that advertising can have over their decisions, and the difference 

between what they see on television and what is real. Most importantly, we must find time to 

spend with our children no matter the cost. Otherwise, we will have failed with our 

responsibilities as parents. Just remember that you can make your child smile by cooking them 

their very own happy meal… at home. 
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