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The Not-So-Sweet Reality

The Problem 
The source of the excess sugar problem is extensive and complex. It is often deeply rooted in a 
child’s view of the world which is shaped by many influences including:

How excess sugar is fuelling the biggest health crisis of our time 

Here’s the not-so-sweet truth: 
Health study after health study indicates our children’s diets are far from nourishing. Increased sugar intake 
is the main culprit, with white bread, fast and fatty foods also being contributors. Overindulging in sugar can 
lead to a wide range of health issues, including diabetes, depression, and even cancer. 

But despite all of the warnings, parents and children have no idea how much sugar they should be consuming 
and often  they are devouring more than twice the recommended daily intake.  You’re on the right track 
if you’re cutting down on soft drinks and other sweets, but sugar lurks in seemingly savory and ostensibly 
healthy foods too, so how can we cut back on this sugar overload?  

As a parent of a six-year old girl, the dangers of 
consuming too much sugar was too close to home 
according to Peter Vozvoteca, Senior Designer at 
Tough Problem Design constancy. 

There was a moment, whilst watching my 
daughter raid the pantry and opt for a 
sugar-rich ‘healthy’ muesli bar, when I asked 
myself some confronting questions. Questions 
like, Am I making it too easy for her to access 
sugar-rich foods? How is she going to make 
her own informed decisions in the future?

In this day and age, with some much 
information about the dangers of 
too much sugar in our diets, why is 
message not getting through?”“

• Easy access to “junk food” means that 
fast food options are on every corner

• Energy dense foods are readily available 
in supermarkets

• Fast and energy dense foods are 
marketed to be “irresistible”

• Sedentary lives spent on computers 
and in-front of televisions

• Poor role models (i.e. Parents/Teachers 
who do not provide healthy examples)

• Influence of peer pressure in and 
outside of school



2

Co-Design
Tough Problem engaged with kids 
(aged 6-12), parents, educators 
and nutrition experts to learn 
more about healthy eating and the 
negatives impacts of excessive sugar 
consumption. 

By immersing themselves in the 
problem space Tough Problem were 
able to better understand the 
everyday  experience of both kids 
and parents and their perceptions of 
sugar consumption.

Using research techniques such 
as Flash Cards, Interviews and 
Observation the team was able to 
learn more about:

• How children make food 
choices and discern between 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ food

• The extent to which children 
and parent apply ‘rules’ around 
the intake of sugar

• The ability for children and 
parents to interpret the 
‘Nutritional Information’ label 
on products

“Simple Rule of thumb 

Did you know that a child’s recommended sugar intake 
is approximately double their age. So a 7 year old 
should limit their intake to about 14 grams per day.

However children are consuming a lot more than this, 
over double in fact. We call the gap between a child’s 
actual daily intake and their recommended  intake the 
Opportunity Zone, because if we can bring that actual 
intake down at all within this zone we are making 
progress!
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MAKE IT EASY AND QUICK FOR CHILDREN AND PARENTS TO... 

How might we empower our 
kids to make independent 

decisions about excess sugar 
consumption? 

Findings

• Children and parents have a low knowledge 
of their recommended daily sugar intake.

• Children and parents have little inclination 
to read and interpret the Nutritional 
Information panels on food and drink 
products.

• Sweets are the centre of social activities 
for kids (e.g. birthdays, social gatherings) 
and revered as treats rewards.

• Children and parents generally associate 
sugar intake with things that are sweet.

• Parents feel an emotional ‘tension’ between 
wanting to ensure kids eat healthy and 
wanting to “let kids be kids” by giving them 
high access to ice-cream and chocolate.

• Many Parents place a greater priority on 
children’s safety and grades in school than 
sugar intake.

Goals

Identify hidden 
sugar in 

consumables

Read and interpret 
nutritional labels on 

packets 

Be aware of their 
recommended daily 

sugar intake 

We discovered some significant findings from the research which included:
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Solution 1: Sugar Song 
The Sugar campaign song “Don’t be Slack” was 
developed to engage young audiences.  It uses the 
memorable and interactive medium of music to 
communicate the sugar principles of children’s sugar 
number (double their age) and the importance of 
reading the nutritional information. 

Don’t be slack,
just pick up the pack. 
Got to take the time,
to read the back! 

Solution 2: Sugar-O-Meter 
The ‘Sugar-O-Meter’ is designed to assist children as 
they apply the sugar principles. It can be used when 
selecting foods to help children and their parents to 
easily understand how often they should be eating 
food and beverage items by classifying them on the 
‘Sugar-O-Meter’. 

To use the ‘Sugar-O-Meter’ children...

Download the Sugar-O-Meter  for your 
children’s lunch box from the Tough problem 
website. 

1. Fill in the bubbles on the meter with the 
number calculated from their age

2. Attach the ‘Sugar-O-Meter’ sticker to their 
lunch box

3. Check the pack of the food they are packing 
for lunch or eating and see where it sits on 
the ‘Sugar-O-Meter’.  This will help parents 
and children to know how often they should 
be eating different foods and make informed 
decisions

1. Fill in your sugar meter 

2. Stick your sugar 

meter on your 
lunch box 

3. Read the sugar label on 

your food packets and check it 

against your sugar meter

Don’t be slack

Read the pack
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Download the Sugar Song 
from the Tough problem 
website.

(MP3 and MP4 tracks available)

It also reinforces that both parents and children need 
be responsible to make sure they understand their 
daily sugar intake and what their limits are. 

The sugar song can be played at home, in the car or 
at school as a part of heath education. 


