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Childhood obesity, corporate philanthropy and the creeping privatisation 

of health education 

Concerns about a global childhood obesity crisis have led to a proliferation of 

primary school-based health education policies and practices. What is surprising, 

however, is the recent explosion of ‘obesity prevention’ programmes and resources 

that are devised, funded, and implemented by multinational corporations and 

marketed to schools as ‘health education’. In this article I draw on two corporate 

anti-obesity/health education programmes that are promoted to primary schools in 

the United Kingdom and Canada. Drawing on Foucault’s notion of governmentality, 

I examine how the ‘problem’ of childhood obesity has become an opportunity for 

corporations and other institutions to govern children. In particular, I interrogate how 

specific technologies of government – privatisation, corporate philanthropy and 

multi-sector partnerships – align with the neoliberal political rationality. I also argue 

that even though the explicit aim of corporate ‘anti-obesity’ programmes is to help 

‘educate’ children to make healthy lifestyle choices, they actually work to position 

children as self-governing citizen-consumers and attempt to transfer the 

responsibility of children’s bodies and health onto children themselves. I suggest 

further research is necessary to understand how children and teachers experience 

these various programmes and how corporate anti-obesity curricula play out in 

primary school contexts. 

Keywords: childhood obesity; corporations; governmentality; health education; 

neoliberalism; privatisation 

Introduction 

In 2010 I conducted a visual methods research project with a class of children from a 

primary school in Auckland, New Zealand. On the first day, a group of children were about 

to take photographs of their classmates ‘in action’ during one of their regular fitness 

lessons. As I dutifully checked the cameras I noticed a series of images stored on one of 

the cameras that immediately shocked me. ‘What’s happening in these photos?’ I asked a 

nine year-old participant. ‘Oh,’ she replied nonchalantly, ‘last week Ronald McDonald 

came to school to take us for fitness’. And thus the seeds of my current research project 
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were sown. In this article I consider how school-based corporate ‘solutions’ to childhood 

obesity are interconnected with the neoliberal political rationality, strategies of 

partnerships, philanthropy and privatisation, and the endeavour to shape children as self-

responsible, non-obese, healthy consumers. 

Childhood obesity, schools and corporations 

The assumption that schools should be a key site to solve health and moral crises is hardly 

new. One crisis that has gained much attention over the past decade is childhood obesity. 

The current moral panic over children’s bodies and behaviours has seen schools positioned 

as both a cause of and solution to childhood obesity (McDermott 2012). Predictably this 

has led to an explosion of anti-obesity policies and interventions which target children in 

schools (Pike 2010). The role of school-based health education in ameliorating childhood 

obesity has also been placed in the spotlight. Recently the American Medical Association 

agreed to support legislation that would require yearly instruction in all public schools 

(from grade 1 through 12) to teach students the causes, consequences and prevention of 

obesity (see Moyer 2012). However, just as schools are assumed to be both a solution to 

childhood obesity and a cause, so are a number of large, wealthy, multinational 

corporations.  

The food and drink industry is frequently blamed by journalists, teachers, scholars 

and public health experts for creating and maintaining a global childhood obesity crisis (for 

examples see Nestle 2007). Nestle (2007) argues that childhood obesity has increased 

because the food and drink industry encourages children to consume large quantities of 

cheap, accessible, nutritionally poor quality food and sugar-sweetened beverages. It is not 

only the food products that are criticised, but the negative effects of marketing such ‘junk’ 

food to children (Linn and Novosat 2008) and the strategic lobbying by ‘Big Food’ for 
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increased self-regulatory controls (e.g. Koplan and Brownell 2010). Herrick (2008, 57) 

notes that ‘the food industry has not been a passive target’ to accusations that their food, 

marketing and broader business strategies have contributed to a global obesity crisis. 

Rather than denying the ‘problem’ of obesity altogether, corporations now market 

themselves as ‘part of the solution’. For example, McDonald’s (2013) corporate website 

states: 

There continues to be concern about obesity rates and related risks to 

human well-being among consumers, governments, NGOs, and health and 

nutrition experts. We take these issues seriously and are working to do 

what we can to positively influence the situation. We know we cannot 

address this problem alone, but we are committed to being part of the 

solution.  

Currently a number of large multinational corporations, some of which are frequently 

lambasted for worsening children’s health and fatness, are devising, funding and 

implementing health education resources, programmes and events in primary schools 

across the globe. In this article I draw on documentary evidence (corporate resources, 

websites and media releases) gathered during a larger research project into school-based 

corporate anti-obesity interventions. I use Foucault’s notion of governmentality as an 

analytical framework to examine how these ‘interventions’ align with neoliberalism, are 

enacted through a number of technologies of government, and attempt to direct children’s 

conduct towards particular ends. 

 

Rationalities and technologies of government 

As a theoretical and analytical framework I employed Foucault’s notion of 

governmentality alongside the corpus of work by ‘governmentality studies’ scholars 
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Nikolas Rose (1999a, 1999b, 2000), Peter Miller (with Rose, 2008) and Mitchell Dean 

(2010). Michel Foucault’s work on government and governmentality has provided valuable 

analytical and theoretical insights for a number of scholars who have contributed to 

‘governmentality studies’. In this article I have used an array of conceptual tools that were 

initially generated from ‘Foucault’s own scattered comments on governmentality’ (Miller 

and Rose 2008, 10).  

Foucault (1991) conceived governmentality as an ‘ensemble’ of authorities, 

institutions and agents; an array of technologies, tactics and bodies of knowledge, which 

are enacted in an attempt to guide individual’s conduct. In this way, Foucault referred to 

governmentality as the ‘conduct of conducts’ (Gordon 1991, 2) of populations – both 

individuals and collectivities. Governmentality works by ‘acting at a distance’ on one’s 

conduct, aligning individual’s choices, thoughts, bodies, and souls with political 

rationalities (Miller and Rose 2008). Dean also reminds us that governmentality involves 

the deliberate ‘conduct of conducts’ to meet a particular end or ends: 

Government is any more or less calculated and rational activity, 

undertaken by a multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a 

variety of techniques and forms of knowledges, that seeks to shape 

conduct by working through our desires, aspirations, interests and beliefs, 

for definite but shifting ends and with a diverse set of relatively 

unpredictable consequences, effects and outcomes. (2010, 18).   

I found the Foucault’s concept of an ensemble productive for my analytics of 

governmentality (see also Leahy 2012a; Weidner 2010). What follows is an analytics of 

governmentality in which I examine critical elements of the governmental ensemble, those 

which constitute corporate anti-obesity/health education programmes. These elements 

include political rationalities, technologies, governmental interventions and an array of 
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institutions that attempt to shape conduct, particularly the conduct of children. The focus of 

my analysis is two corporate programmes that target children in schools: Danone U.K.’s 

Eat Like a Champ and Canada’s Concerned Children’s Advertisers (CCA) Long Live Kids.  

Since its launch in 2004, the Canadian Long Live Kids programme has been 

promoted by the Concerned Children’s Advertisers as a ‘comprehensive curriculum’ and 

‘engaging educational program that takes the complex issue of child overweight and 

obesity and works to find kid-friendly solutions through helping children understand that a 

healthy lifestyle comes when you eat smart, move more and be media wise’ (CCA 2013a). 

Long Live Kids includes free access to ‘healthy and active living lesson plans and 

activities’, educational posters, public service announcement videos, media literacy 

resources, and the Freggie™ program and Freggie™ curriculum for Grades 1-6 (ages 1-12) 

(see CCA 2013b). 

Danone U.K.’s Eat Like a Champ is a U.K.-based ‘healthy eating educational 

programme aimed at Year Five primary school children aged 9 to 10. The aim of the 

campaign is to tackle the growing issue of poor nutrition and obesity amongst children 

through six specially tailored lessons’ (Danone 2013a). Teachers who register are provided 

with a free ‘tool-kit’, including a teacher’s guide with lesson plans, healthy eating 

information for parents/carers, and CD with videos performed by a popular street dance 

crew called Diversity. Children are also able to access a website with videos, quizzes, 

games and homework that link with each lesson plan (see www.eatlikeachamp.co.uk). 

On the surface, these two governmental programmes aimed at improving children’s 

lives appear to be quite dissimilar. They are advertised in different ways, funded by 

different corporations, use different media, target different regions and use different 

resources to carry their messages about health, education and obesity. They do, however, 

http://www.eatlikeachamp.co.uk/
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share a number of commonalities: the employment of multi-sector partnerships, corporate 

philanthropy and privatisation to create ‘healthy’, self-governing children. 

Partnerships, philanthropy and privatisation  

Central to the concept of governmentality is the connection between ways of thinking 

about government (rationalities) and practices of government (technologies). According to 

Foucault (1984, 255) technologies of government are ‘a practical rationality governed by a 

conscious goal’. Rationalities which underpin any problem of government are not merely 

represented in thought and thought alone, but have ‘to be rendered thinkable in such as 

way as to be practicable or operable...amenable to calculation and programming’ (Miller 

and Rose 2008, 15-16). Neoliberalism is one such governmental rationality, a dominant 

political rationality that problematizes the welfare state and re-organises the rhetoric and 

programmes of government into alignment with rationalities of competitiveness, autonomy 

(of individuals and institutions), choice, enterprise and responsibility. 

A key tenet of neoliberalism is the belief that the market should be used to 

redevelop all areas of society. Ball (2012, 66) illustrates that the promotion of ‘“market-

based solutions” to “wicked” social and educational problems...fits within and fosters the 

neo-liberal imaginary’. One such problem that appears to capture the interests of the 

private sector’s ‘neoliberal imaginary’ is childhood obesity. For example, the International 

Food and Beverage Alliance (IFBA), who represent General Mills, Ferrero, Kellogg’s, 

Grupo Bimbo, Mondelēz International (formerly known as Kraft Foods), Mars, Nestlé, 

PepsiCo, The Coca-Cola Company, and Unilever, state: 

Childhood obesity is a serious public health issue with no simple answer. 

Any effort to address it needs to be comprehensive in scope, with active 

participation by all involved. This includes the government, food and 
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beverage industry, civil society, entertainment and media companies, 

schools and parents. (IFBA 2008) 

Childhood obesity has been re-imagined by the private sector as a social and 

economic ‘problem’ that the private sector can provide solutions to; solutions that need to 

be embraced by all other individuals and organisations in society. Furthermore, obesity is 

re-positioned as an education problem, as Concerned Children’s Advertisers education 

consultant Linda Millar states below: 

As teachers we always seem to be adding something new to an already 

overcrowded curriculum. When asked if we should be concerned about 

childhood overweight and obesity in our classroom, we must once again 

ask ourselves, ‘Is this something I really need to do?’ The answer is 

simple. Yes. (Canadian Teachers’ Federation 2013, 19) 

What follows is an examination of several technologies of government that are 

inextricably interconnected with neoliberalism and make it possible for corporations, as 

new authorities and ‘experts’ on obesity and education, to ‘imagine and act upon the 

conduct of persons individually and collectively...“government at a distance”’ (Miller and 

Rose 2008, 16). 

An acute case of ‘partnershipitis’ 

Miller and Rose (2008, 34) note that modern technologies of government do not utilise 

coercive force to direct conduct, but rather a loosely assembled and aligned network of 

agents and agencies, in which a range of players convince each other ‘that their interests 

are consonant, that each can solve their difficulties or achieve their ends by joining forces 

or working along the same lines’. One increasingly common technology of government in 

contemporary neoliberal societies is the mobilisation of multi-sector partnerships to tackle 
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a plethora of social, health and education ‘problems’ (see Ball 2012). Huxham and Vangen 

(2000) described the proliferation of partnerships as partnershipitis. 

There are now multiple public, private and voluntary sector organisations that are 

‘joining forces’ to provide free ‘anti-obesity’ programmes to schools. For instance, over 50 

of Nestlé’s 65 programmes (in 50 countries) involve partnerships with public health or 

education departments (Nestlé 2012). Partnerships are also a significant technology of 

government that ‘get things done’ for the corporation. They build relationships between a 

broad range of groups (i.e. politicians, teachers, parents and children), provide a protective 

buffer between the corporation and the school by partnering with less controversial 

organisations (such as charities), and effectively endorse both the corporation and their 

‘obesity solutions’. 

Danone U.K., for example, promotes their Eat Like A Champ initiative as a 

partnership with a not-for-profit organisation, the British Nutrition Foundation ‘to ensure 

that the lessons are of the highest possible standard and complement primary school 

curricula throughout the UK’ (Danone 2013b). Danone U.K. is also a national partner to 

Change4Life, the U.K. Department of Health’s social marketing campaign to prevent 

obesity. In addition, Danone U.K. is a partner for the Department of Health’s Public 

Health Responsibility Deal. In this government-led initiative, private sector ‘partners’ 

(which include Burger King, BP, Bupa, Coca-Cola, GlaxoSmithKline, KFC, McDonald’s, 

PepsiCo, Pizza Hut, and Starbucks) have made commitments and pledges to improve 

public health, be responsible businesses and work in partnership (Department of Health 

2013). The creation and promotion of these public-private-voluntary partnerships (and 

pledges) also allows corporations to gain entry into schools and access to policymakers. 

These partnerships are not, however, benign or inconsequential but ‘are a further blurring 

between sectors as well as a profit opportunity’ (Ball 2012, 98).  
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The Canadian Long Live Kids (LLK) programme utilises a plethora of partnerships 

with a cross-section of public, private and not-for-profit organisations. It is officially 

created and funded by the Concerned Children’s Advertisers (CCA), a self-described ‘non-

profit organization’, whose membership consists of Hershey’s, McDonald’s, Kellogg’s, 

Kraft, Nestlé, PepsiCo, Walt Disney, General Mills, Mattel, and Hasbro, amongst others. 

The CCA is supported by an assortment of ‘education partners’, such as the Toronto 

District School Board, the Canadian Association of Principals, and the Canadian Teachers’ 

Federation. The Long Live Kids programmes also has ‘issue expert’ partners, including 

Physical and Health Education Canada and Active Healthy Kids Canada (see www.cca-

kids.ca) and resource partners, such as that formed with the Canadian Produce Marketing 

Association (CPMA) and their Freggie™ programme. According to Rose (2000, 323), the 

political, social, cultural and economic agenda for children to be healthy and not fat must 

be enacted ‘through the actions of a whole range of other authorities, and through complex 

technologies, if they are to be able to intervene upon the conduct of persons’. As the 

CCA’s Long Live Kids website states: ‘LLK is a one-of-a-kind, Canadian collaboration 

that brings together industry, issue experts [and] government to provide Canadian children 

and their families with the tools to live healthy, active lives’ (CCA, 2011a).   

Although the extent to which each of these two programmes has ‘partnershipitis’ 

differs, the point is that the strategy of forming partnerships with other corporations and 

other sectors is a crucial aspect of neoliberal governmentality. Through a governmentality 

lens we can see how these corporate programmes act as a contemporary form of 

government enmeshed with neoliberalism, involving an ‘elaborate network of relations 

formed amongst a complex of institutions, organizations and apparatuses that make it up, 

and between state and non-state institutions’ (Miller and Rose 2008, 55). The formation of 

http://www.cca-kids.ca/
http://www.cca-kids.ca/
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these multi-sector partnerships is thus a critical strategy to get government ‘done’; to shape 

children’s thoughts and actions around health, obesity, even life itself. 

 Corporate philanthropy and social responsibility 

King (2006, xxvii) states that corporate philanthropy is frequently positioned as a ‘morally 

and economically viable means through which to respond to societal needs’. This is a new 

type of philanthropy in education, a form of neoliberal social capitalism where ‘new 

philanthropists’ (including individuals, foundations and corporations) use business 

strategies to target social problems (e.g. education for the poor, childhood obesity, 

malnutrition) and expect ‘clear and measurable impacts and outcomes from their 

“investments” of time and money’ (Ball, 2012, p. 70). A number of authors are critical of 

the philanthropic gifting of resources, curricula and funds to schools by corporations (and 

corporate foundations) and argue that it is not simply altruism by another name; it is about 

improving the corporation’s bottom line – profit (see Saltman and Gabbard 2011). As 

Kenway and Bullen (2001, 100) note, ‘corporate public relations are increasingly designed 

to counteract poor reputations. Schools are a particularly good place for corporations to do 

this sort of ideological work and to establish a philanthropic image’. Molnar also argues 

that the corporate insertion into public education is a strategy ‘to gain access to public 

school students and their families, and for corporations to profit from the “halo effect” of 

associating with schools’ (2005, 26). The corporate ‘gift’ of health education is now 

promoted as a key ‘part of the solution’ to poor nutrition, sedentary lifestyles and 

childhood obesity.  

One strategy by which corporations provide free anti-obesity/health education 

resources to schools is through the companies’ corporate social responsibility programme. 

For instance, Danone’s commitment to educate ‘future generations to eat healthily’ is 

based on 
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its mission and one of the major axes of its corporate responsibility to help 

people adopt healthy lifestyles and eating habits. Designing specific 

programmes directed at children, in a context of rising childhood obesity, 

is a major factor in making this mission durable: the adults of tomorrow 

need to know better. Thanks to the Danone Institutes and to the group’s 

local brands, various initiatives are being led all over the world. (Danone 

2013c) 

One such initiative is Danone’s U.K. programme, Eat Like a Champ: ‘Given the 

pressing social issue of poor nutrition and growing child obesity in the UK, Danone 

believe they have a role to play in promoting a healthy diet and lifestyle as part of their 

corporate social responsibility agenda’ (Danone 2013b). Similarly, the CCA (2011b, 2) 

describe themselves as a ‘model of corporate social responsibility’ whilst at the same time 

re-position education (and educators) ‘as a significant part of the solution when it comes to 

dealing with the top issues affecting children today’ (2011b, 1). In addition, corporate 

members of the CCA (e.g. Corus Entertainment and Kellogg’s) promote their support of 

CCA and Long Live Kids as part of their own corporate social responsibility programmes 

(see Corus Entertainment 2013; Kellogg’s 2013). 

As technologies of government, corporate philanthropy and corporate social 

responsibility solutions to childhood obesity demonstrate not only how government is 

‘done’, but also how the political rationality of neoliberalism is actualized. It is through the 

convergence of rationalities and technologies of government that government works to 

achieve its ends. Furthermore, the governmentality of childhood obesity not only re-draws 

and re-defines the boundaries by which the ‘problem’ of obesity can be thought, but 

closely re-aligns the solutions to obesity with the interests of corporations and the 

‘neoliberal imaginary’.  
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The creeping privatisation of health education 

The childhood obesity crisis, the neoliberalisation of public health and public education, 

and governmental technologies of philanthropy and partnerships, have converged with a 

partially hidden and stealthy ‘creeping privatisation’ (Sockett 1984) of health education. 

The supply of, demand for, and leadership of health education resources, programmes, 

curricula, and policies (especially those that claim to solve childhood obesity) is shifting 

from those created and funded by public organisations (schools and governments) to for-

profit corporations (e.g. Danone, PepsiCo, Nestlé, Disney) and not-for-profit organisations 

(e.g. British Nutrition Foundation, Concerned Children’s Advertisers).  

Like partnerships and philanthropy, privatisation is a technology that helps to create 

and maintain important alliances and networks between corporations, state governments 

and schools. Privatisation also re-positions corporations as more than merely producers, 

marketers and sellers of food and drink. Danone (2013c), for instance, clearly state that 

they want to be seen ‘leading a wide range of educational actions’ across the globe. As 

Coveney (2006, 155) argues ‘coalitions of expertise on obesity have proliferated, taking 

the place of central governments in providing expert opinion on the changing rates [of 

childhood obesity], new problem definitions and new solutions’. Corporations (and their 

partners) gain quasi-governmental status as public health ‘experts’ and authorities on 

health education. As previously stated, this is in part achieved by health education 

programmes being promoted to schools and teachers as ‘officially’ endorsed and 

sanctioned by governmental institutions (e.g. Department of Health) and a plethora of other 

authoritative and seemingly trustworthy organisations, such as the British Nutrition 

Foundation and the Canadian Teachers’ Federation. The government of children ‘at a 

distance’ works well when people and organisations (even from diverse sites, spaces and 
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interests) have a shared goal (to fight obesity) and a common rationality of government 

(neoliberalism).  

Privatisation is a governmental technology that autonomizes the state for 

responsibility for, or control of, the private sector. The delegation of responsibility for 

individuals and populations to other autonomous actors and institutions (i.e. corporations) 

acts as an extension of government, allowing a ‘shift of responsibility to governmental 

action at a distance’ (Donzelot and Gordon 2009, 8). At the same time, the mechanisms for 

governing society and personal life are transformed and re-aligned with neoliberalism 

(Miller and Rose 2008). Governmentality, however, encapsulates ‘not only how we 

exercise authority over others, or how we govern abstract entities such as state and 

populations, but also how we govern ourselves’ (Dean 2010, 19). As I examine in the 

following section, these two corporate anti-obesity programmes attempt to ‘educate’ 

children that they need to be self-governing and take responsibility for their own health and 

fatness. 

The shift from corporate responsibility to individual irresponsibility 

In King’s (2006) critique of the politics of breast cancer (or ‘pink ribbon’) philanthropy, 

she demonstrates how business strategies, corporate philanthropy and neoliberalism 

converges to encourage corporations to give, yet at the same time attempt to persuade 

individuals to become self-responsible citizen/consumers. This is also evident in the gifted 

corporate anti-obesity/health education programmes which are supported by the neoliberal 

‘pillars’ of the ‘new public health’ (Herrick 2011): personal responsibility, freedom of 

choice and consumerism. These key tenets of the neoliberal political rationality are 

articulated through pedagogies which instruct children on the merits and consequences of 

making the ‘right’ versus the ‘wrong’ food and physical (in)activity choices; children are 

taught that it is their individual responsibility to make the correct healthy lifestyle choices. 
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In this way, children are somewhat delicately coerced at a distance (Miller and Rose 2008) 

to want to be healthy (and non-obese), rather than governments, corporations or schools 

making them be healthy and thin.  

As stated previously, Danone U.K. assumes the problem of ‘poor nutrition and 

growing child obesity’ can be addressed by ‘promoting a healthy diet and lifestyle as part 

of their corporate social responsibility agenda’. Noticeably, poor nutrition and obesity are 

assumed to be evidence of unhealthy lifestyle choices, rather than a raft of other, complex 

determinants of (ill)health, such as poverty, culture, home life, or access to affordable, 

nutritious food. The proposed corporate solution is rather simple - make children more 

responsible for their own health: ‘At Danone we believe that the Eat Like A Champ 

programme will help change eating behaviours at an age where responsibility is gradually 

moving from the parent to the child.’ (Danone 2013b).  

A common pedagogical strategy in corporate curricula is teaching children about 

the ‘right’ (healthy) and ‘wrong’ (unhealthy) choices is the use of food and exercise diaries 

and goal-setting (see for discussion Gard 2008). In the ‘Eat well lesson plan’ (Danone 

2013d) children are instructed to monitor, categorise and judge Peri’s food and drink diary 

(Peri is one of the most popular members of the Diversity street dance crew). These 

judgements are made in accordance with the U.K. government’s ‘eatwell plate’.1 Despite 

the various ideas and understandings about health and food the students may have, children 

are informed at the end of the lesson that: ‘Peri eats a balance and variety of foods from 

The eatwell plate food groups and this helps him to feel well and be active so he can 

perform at his best’ (Danone 2013d, 15). The eatwell plate is uncritically promoted as the 

                                                 

1 The eatwell plate is a visual representation of the proportions and types of foods required for a 

healthy diet. It forms part of the U.K. Department of Health recommendations on healthy diets.  
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‘right’ way (if not the only way) to think about food and eating. Interestingly, a number of 

the non-branded food and drink that Peri chooses to consume (fromage frais, fruit juice, 

fruit smoothie, hot chocolate, and a bottle of water with a picture of a mountain on it) are 

similar products to those that Danone markets and sells in the U.K.  

In Canada, the Long Live Kids programme provides access to the Freggie™ 

curriculum (see www.freggietales.ca) which has been ‘designed to help children 

understand the benefits of making healthy food choices that include fresh fruits and 

vegetables. By doing so, our children will begin to learn about taking responsibility for 

their overall health’ (Freggie Tales 2013). The second lesson overview for the Freggie™ 

curriculum for Grade 6 (ages 11-12) states:  

Students will keep a food diary for one day. In the diary they will record 

everything they eat and drink over a 24 hour period, as well as their 

feelings (physical and emotional) before and after they drank. Students 

will use the Food Diary to reflect on their eating habits. Finally, each 

student sets one, attainable healthy eating goal. (CPMA 2013a, 7) 

Another activity, entitled ‘The Drive Thru Dilemma’, aims for Grade 2 children 

(ages 7-8) to ‘discuss the  challenge of making healthy food choices at fast food 

restaurants, and look at alternate healthy food choices when eating out’ (CPMA 2013b, 1). 

Children are required to perform a group skit where they demonstrate healthy options they 

would order as a group and must explain why these options are a ‘healthier choice’. The 

Freggie™ curriculum provides a skit to teach the students how to make healthy choices: 

STUDENT #1: Good afternoon and welcome to 

_____________________. What can I get for you today? 

STUDENT#2: Yes, we’ve had a chance to look at your menu and we are 

really excited about some of the healthy food options you have! 

http://www.freggietales.ca/
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STUDENT #3: I would like to have the grilled chicken sandwich, apple 

slices, and a white milk please. 

STUDENT #1: Will that be all? 

STUDENT #2: I would like to have a grilled chicken salad, a yogurt with 

berries and a bottle of water. 

STUDENT #1: Would you like fries or a soft drink with that? 

STUDENT #3: No thanks! We’re sticking to the healthy choices. 

STUDENT #1: Your total will be $12.65 please drive thru. 

STUDENT #2 AND #3: We’ve solved the Drive Thru Dilemma! (high 

five) (CPMA 2013b) 

Of course, the fact that these seven or eight year-old children are too young to ‘drive thru’ 

by themselves, or that their parents are likely to be the one’s ordering the food, is ignored. 

Leahy (2012) argues that this form of ‘teaching’ children to make healthy choices to 

prevent obesity is similar to abstinence strategies that are used in sexuality, drug and 

alcohol education/prevention programmes. Children are taught to just say ‘No!’ to sex, 

drugs, cigarettes, alcohol, and now, fast-food.  

This emphasis on teaching children to be responsible for their own (un)healthy 

thoughts, actions, ‘choices’ and bodies fuses the neoliberal project of responsible 

consumerism/citizenship with individual projects of self-governance (Rose, 1999a). In this 

sense, corporate health education programmes act as governmental strategies to promote 

consumption, healthy or otherwise, and align public education and public health with the 

macro-economic objectives of governments and corporations. This represents a noteworthy 

transformation in contemporary governance; the state’s responsibility for the health, wealth 

and education of the population has shifted to ‘others’ (corporations, charities, individuals). 

Rose (1999b) points out that ‘in a very significant sense, it has become possible to govern 
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without governing society – to govern through the “responsibilized” and “educated” 

anxieties and aspirations of individuals and their families’ (88, italics in original). As 

previously stated, governmentality involves attempts to conduct the conducts of 

individuals and cultivate certain subjectivities for deliberate (but by no means predictable) 

ends.  

 

Conclusion 

These two programmes demonstrate how the interests of influential institutions in 

contemporary neoliberal societies - national governments, public health organisations, 

education departments, schools, not-for-profits, industry groups and multinational 

corporations - have converged within a space created by the ‘problem’ of childhood 

obesity crisis and the ‘solutions’ of the neoliberal imaginary. The political rationality of 

neoliberalism also helps to ‘congeal’ diverse technologies of government – including a 

creeping privatisation, multi-sector partnerships and the ‘contrived’ philanthropy of 

corporations - in an attempt to ‘conduct the conducts’ of children with a deliberate (albeit 

unpredictable) end in mind: the self-responsible, self-governing, healthy and non-obese 

child-consumers. However, when schools uncritically implement corporate health 

education programmes they allow notions of health and education to be re-defined in line 

with neoliberalism and the (business) interests of the corporation, not necessarily in line 

with the best interests of the children. 

The blurring of boundaries between corporations, schools, not-for-profit 

organisations and the state is reinventing the corporation. Through the gifting of health 

education programmes to schools in the name of fighting childhood obesity, corporations 

strive to move away from an image of an organisation that is ‘greed-driven and 

uninterested in the wider public good’ (Kenway and Bullen 2001, 100). In contemporary 
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neoliberal societies we are now presented with an image of a caring, socially responsible 

corporate citizen; a pseudo-health education provider; a quasi-public health agency; a 

purveyor of healthy products; and, a provider of healthy lives.  

By and large the corporate versions of health education promote the idea that by 

teaching children about how to maintain a ‘healthy’ body weight, and how to make the 

correct healthy lifestyle choices, children should be responsible for their own health and 

fatness. This narrow view of what health is and how it may be achieved, ignores political, 

social, historical, environmental and cultural determinants of children’s health, wealth and 

education. In this way these corporate resources are a fitting representation of the 

‘mundane’ everyday practices of neoliberalism. They represent the financial interests of 

the private sector, divert attention from corporations influence on children’s health and 

well-being, promote uncritical consumption of corporate products (including corporate 

health education as a product), and at the same time reduces the state’s responsibility to 

ensure the education and health of its children. To continue to critically examine how 

corporate health education plays out in primary school contexts, how health education is 

shaped by neoliberalism, and how teachers and children may be able to resist, is critical to 

the future of children’s health and health education. 
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