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SETTING THE STAGE: 
ENGINEERED TO BE IRRESISTIBLE? 

Take a moment to think about the type of foods 
that you crave (if any). Are these foods 
nutritious foods like vegetables, fruits and 
legumes? Are they foods that you associate with 
good times, your family and comfort? Are they 
foods that are high in fat, salt or sugar? 

Have you ever wondered why you and most 
others find it hard to resist processed foods like 
chocolate bars, ice cream, bread, pasta, potato 
chips, and other salty or sweet snack foods? 
Have you ever eaten large quantities of these 
types of processed snacks at one sitting? The 
simple fact may be that these snacks taste good 
and we find them irresistible. Many people 
would claim that these salty, sugary and fatty 
foods taste better than healthier foods.  

The science of food cravings 
Some scientists and food experts wonder if the 
food industry is using the science of food 
cravings and taste to make people want to eat 
and buy more of these types of foods, even 
though, when consumed in large quantities, they 
are very detrimental to a healthy lifestyle. The 
controversial term “addiction” has even been 
used to describe what some researchers see as a 
person's inability to stop consuming these types 
of foods despite the negative impact on their 
health and their desire to stop eating them. 

There are three important trends in food 
production that seem to point to food industry 
manipulation. The first is the use of advertising 
to make people want to buy and consume 
products that are not the most nutritious. The 
second is the trend to “supersizing” portions of 
certain types of foods — mostly unhealthy pop, 
snack foods and fast food meals. The third trend 

is the food industry's deliberate manipulation of 
the taste and texture of food to make people 
want to eat more. These three trends could be 
behind the growing rates of worldwide obesity 
along with increases in diabetes, heart conditions 
and other health concerns. 

Do you see any manipulation? 
As a critical consumer, you can probably “see 
through” the fact that food companies want to 
make their brands “fun” and “sexy” by their use 
of clever advertising. Brands such as M&M’s, 
Oreo, Coke, Pepsi and Doritos are just some of 



FEBRUARY 2014 – ADDICTION AND THE FOOD INDUSTRY

 

News in Review ∙ CBC Learning ∙ newsinreview.cbclearning.ca 19 
 

the products that bring to mind savvy advertising 
aimed at getting you to want to purchase them. 

What you may not realize is that over the 
decades, size portions have become larger and 
larger. Why? Because scientists have shown that 
when given large quantities of foods high in 
sugar, fat, and/or salt, humans will keep 
consuming them. This points to our evolutionary 
history when food was scarce and the basic fact 
that our large brains require more energy intake 
to fuel. Foods that are rich in salt, sugar and fat 
are also shown to be more likely to trigger 
chemical reward systems in our brains.  

Researchers at Cornell University conducted an 
experiment where two groups were given two 
sizes of popcorn to consumer during a movie — 

one was medium-sized fresh popcorn and the 
other group received a large stale popcorn. 
Guess what happened? People with the larger 
stale popcorn ate more, despite the taste. 

The third trend in food production is possibly 
the most manipulative of all, even more so than 
glossy ads and increased serving sizes. It is the 
use of scientific evidence to produce foods that 
are irresistible — some say addictive — by 
using high amounts of salt, sugar and fat, as well 
as more pleasing textures. Critics claim this 
manipulation is unethical and that food 
producers do not care for the health of the 
people that buy their products. They just want 
them to consume more of their products so they 
can make more money. What do you think?

Activity 

1. What evidence do you see in your daily life of the following food production trends? 

a) Ads that make the food product fun and desirable 

b) “Supersizing” portions 

c) Foods that consumers (including you and your friends) commonly “crave”  

2. Name as many brands of snack foods and beverages that you can (candy, pop, chips, coffee). Name as 
many brands of healthy foods as you can (fruits, vegetables, granola, cereal, cheese, milk, legumes, 
beans, rice). Can you draw any conclusions from your lists? 

3. Create a hypothesis regarding the connection between teen's food habits and the food industry. Create 
a survey that will test your hypothesis and conduct your survey. Share the results. 
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VIDEO REVIEW 

Pre‐viewing 

1. What matters more to you, good taste or nutrition (or both)? Give examples to illustrate your typical 
daily choices for meals, snacks and drinks. 

 

 

2. Do you think the food industry should be better regulated to help protect consumer health? Why or 
why not? 

 

 

3. Do you think it's possible to have an “addiction” to food? 

 

4. Have you ever felt that you were “addicted” to a certain type of food? Give an example and describe 
your experience. 

 

 

While viewing 

Read the questions over before viewing the video. Write down your answers to them while watching the 
News in Review Food Addiction segment. 

1. State one example of vintage diet advice sponsored by the sugar industry. 

 

2. The Canadian Sugar Institute claims there is a scientific consensus concluding that there is no 
evidence of harm at current rates of sugar consumption.          True         False 

3. What is Michael Moss’ main argument? 

    a) For the food industry, consumer health is not as important as making money. 

    b) The food industry is trying to make its products healthier. 

    c) The government should ban products with too much sugar. 
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4. Give an example of how the food industry uses science to understand why people are attracted to 
food. 

 

 

5. The key ingredients used in perfecting taste of processed foods are salt, _________ and _________. 

6. Why did Bruce Bradley, a former food executive, leave the food industry? 

 

 

7. What word does the food industry hate? 

 

8. What is one technique that the food industry uses to make consumers eat more? 

 

9. What is “vanishing caloric density”? 

 

10. State one example of how snack foods are being deceptively marketed as healthy. 

 

Post‐viewing 

1. How has the information in the video changed the way you think about what you eat? 

 

 

2. How has the information in the video changed the way you think about companies that manufacture 
and advertise food? 

 

 

3. To what extent do you agree with the following statement, “Scientific knowledge should not be used 
to manipulate consumers into unhealthy choices.” State your reasoning. 
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ACTIVITY: RESEARCHING SUGAR, FAT AND SALT 

Human beings seem to crave the taste of sugar, fat and salt. One can argue that these three substances are 
part of a healthy diet. But the quantity or type of each can really impact our health. Fructose sugar 
especially has come under scrutiny for its harmful effects, as have trans fats. 

1. 
Complete Chart 1 below by researching the health impact of potentially “addictive” ingredients 
in processed foods. For each ingredient, find one source that details health benefits (if any) and 
another that outlines negative health effects. For each source, briefly summarize your findings.

 

2.  On the following page, complete an Assessment of Credibility for each of your six sources. 

Chart 1: Research on sugar, fat, salt and its effects on human health 

Potentially 
“addictive” food 

ingredient 

Research on health benefits 
(Summarize findings) 

Research on negative  
health impacts 

(Summarize findings) 

SUGAR 
(fructose) 

 

FAT 
(trans) 

 

SALT 

 

Once you have completed your research, what do you conclude about the effects of sugar, fat and salt in 
processed foods? Is one more detrimental to health than the others? Has your research changed your mind 
about your eating habits? Why or why not?
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Assessment of Credibility 

SUGAR – Benefits 
1.  Source:  

2.  Who says this (doctor, scientist, journalist, 
company owner, government)? 

 

3.  Why are they saying this? 
 

4.  What evidence do they have for their assertions 
(scientific tests, health studies, opinions)? 

 

5.  How credible do you think this evidence is? 
 

 

FAT – Benefits 
1.  Source:  

2.  Who says this (doctor, scientist, journalist, 
company owner, government)? 

 

3.  Why are they saying this? 
 

4.  What evidence do they have for their assertions 
(scientific tests, health studies, opinions)? 

 

5.  How credible do you think this evidence is? 
 

 

SALT – Benefits 
1.  Source:  

2.  Who says this (doctor, scientist, journalist, 
company owner, government)? 

 

3.  Why are they saying this? 
 

4.  What evidence do they have for their assertions 
(scientific tests, health studies, opinions)? 

 

5.  How credible do you think this evidence is? 
 

 

SUGAR – Negative impacts 
1. Source: 

2. Who says this (doctor, scientist, journalist, 
company owner, government)? 

3.  Why are they saying this? 

4. What evidence do they have for their assertions 
(scientific tests, health studies, opinions)? 

5.  How credible do you think this evidence is? 

 

FAT – Negative impacts 
1. Source: 

2. Who says this (doctor, scientist, journalist, 
company owner, government)? 

3.  Why are they saying this? 

4. What evidence do they have for their assertions 
(scientific tests, health studies, opinions)? 

5.  How credible do you think this evidence is? 

 

SALT – Negative impacts 
1. Source: 

2. Who says this (doctor, scientist, journalist, 
company owner, government)? 

3.  Why are they saying this? 

4. What evidence do they have for their assertions 
(scientific tests, health studies, opinions)? 

5.  How credible do you think this evidence is? 
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ACTIVITY: MAKING A SUPPORTED OPINION 

Should the food industry be regulated? 

Our government has laws that protect us from unsafe and unsanitary food production. A hundred years 
ago it was common for people to die from eating foods and drinking liquids that had not been safely made 
or stored. The government was seen as the protector of the health of all citizens. 

In 2014, is it time to reconsider the government's role in protecting consumers from “bad” food and 
beverages? And at the same time update and expand our definition of “bad”? Today we’re concerned less 
that our food and drink will poison or kill us immediately; we worry more that in the long term it will 
cause health conditions that compromise our ability to live a long and healthy life. 

Governments have laws that govern alcohol, tobacco, drugs and other “toxic” products. There are also 
laws governing advertising, especially to young children. Food label laws make it mandatory for 
companies to tell consumers what’s inside a product and in what quantity. Some think it’s time for the 
government to be even more active in regulating the food industry — especially in terms of portion size, 
and the use of sugar, fat and salt. 

What do you think? 
Should the government be more active in creating laws to restrict what the food industry sells? 
Below are some case studies for you to consider before you reach your conclusion. 

Ontario’s school policy 
In 2010 the Ontario Ministry of Education 
passed the School Food and Beverage Policy 
including measures that: 

• eliminated the sale of foods with trans fats; 

• removed sugar pop products from vending 
machines; and 

• banned the sale of caffeinated coffee from 
high schools. 

Some people feel that the new laws have had a 
positive impact on students' nutritional choices 
and health. Statistics have also shown that 
school cafeteria sales have plummeted since 
many students simply pack their own unhealthy 
lunches or leave school property to buy less 
nutritional options. Some celebrity and 
community chefs have argued that the healthy 
meals and snacks offered by schools don’t taste 

good, so they’ve offered to show teens how to 
make and enjoy better-tasting nutritional food. 

Finland’s sodium regulations 
Finland has passed many laws to force food 
manufacturers and restaurants to identify and 
reduce the amount the salt consumed by its 
citizens. Over three decades it has seen a 40% 
drop in sodium intake and a corresponding 
reduction in average blood pressure levels and 
80% drop in deaths due to stroke. 

New York’s calorie listings 
 In 2009 a New York law was passed that made 
it mandatory for restaurant chains to publish the 
amount of calories and nutritional information of 
food served in a font equal or larger than the size 
of the name of the item. Other states have also 
adopted this law. The verdict is still out as to 
whether this law impacts the eating habits of 
patrons. It seems that people who are already 
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“health conscious” are most influenced by the 
display of this kind of information. 

High fructose corn syrup 
In response to the rising cost of sugar in the 
1980s, the U.S. soft drink industry began using 
high fructose corn syrup instead. Researchers 
like Robert H. Lustig (author of Fat Chance: 
Beating the Odds Against Sugar, Processed 
Food, Obesity and Disease, 2012) argue that 
fructose is an especially dangerous form of 
sugar. It can lead to the consumption of excess 
calories that turn into fat, especially in the liver 
where fat accumulation is the most harmful. He 
argues that foods are being manufactured as 
addictive, and he believes the government 
should step in with effective laws to regulate the 
food industry. 

Lab animals prefer cheesecake 
Studies with lab animals show that a “cafeteria 
diet” of sugary and fatty  foods like cheesecake 
and bacon leads to rapid obesity. The animals 
actually prefer this diet even when threatened 
with electric shock. What’s more, data suggests 
that possible changes in the brain from such a 
diet may be passed on to the next generation. 

Brain chemicals and obesity 
Scientific studies show that obese people lack 
certain receptors to brain chemicals associated 
with reward. Thus they may need to eat more to 
stimulate these “feel good” chemicals. Other 
studies find that obese people may have more 
ghrelin, a key hormone involved in stimulating 
appetite. 

Your conclusion? 
Should the government be more active in creating laws to restrict what the food industry sells? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


