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In recent years, food consumption patterns in the Republic of Moldova have
undergone significant changes, largely influenced by media promotion strategies
and the increasing use of digital platforms in everyday life. Available data indicate
that approximately 63.9% of adults are overweight and 22.7% are obese.
Cardiovascular diseases accounted for 57.8% of all deaths in 2023, while life
expectancy, at approximately 72 years, remained nearly 10 years below the
European Union average. Aggressive marketing of ultra-processed foods through
television, social media, and other digital platforms, combined with insufficient
regulation of food advertising, contributes to the deterioration of dietary habits,
particularly among children, adolescents, and rural communities. Law No. 62/2022
on advertising represents legislative progress; however, its enforcement remains
limited. This paper examines current food consumption patterns, the role of media
in shaping dietary behaviours across population groups, and the strategies needed

to promote healthier and more active lifestyles. It also proposes policy measures
aimed at protecting vulnerable population groups.
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1. Introduction

Nutrition is a key determinant of population health and, consequently, of work capacity, quality of life,
and the sustainability of national health systems. In recent decades, the global nutrition transition,
characterised by a shift from traditional diets rich in fibre and essential nutrients to ultra-processed
foods high in sugar, salt, and saturated fat, has contributed to a substantial increase in the global burden
of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) (Willett et al., 2019).

The Republic of Moldova, a lower-middle-income country in Eastern Europe, faces specific nutrition-
related public health challenges. Its socioeconomic and institutional context, characterised by relative
poverty, limited access to healthcare in rural areas, the rapid digitalisation of the media sector, and
evolving regulatory frameworks, may contribute to the spread of unhealthy dietary habits reinforced by
aggressive commercial advertising.

This study addresses the need to examine, using recent statistical data, the relationship between food-
related media messages, dietary behaviours, and population health.
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The paper focuses on three main dimensions: (1) the current state of food consumption in the Republic
of Moldova; (2) the mechanisms used to promote food products through the media across different
population groups; and (3) the strategies required to protect vulnerable groups.

2. Literature Review

The relationship among food marketing, food consumption, and population health has been widely
examined in the international literature. Willett et al. (2019), in the EAT-Lancet Commission report,
argued that unhealthy dietary patterns contribute substantially to the global burden of
noncommunicable diseases, including cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and certain cancers. The
report emphasised that improving dietary patterns is essential for reducing diet-related morbidity and
mortality worldwide. Monteiro et al. (2019) described the NOVA food classification system, which
categorises foods according to the nature, extent, and purpose of industrial processing. Under this
system, ultra-processed foods are classified as NOVA Group 4 and are generally formulated from
industrial ingredients, with little or no intact whole food.

Their consumption has been associated with an increased risk of obesity, hypertension, and other
metabolic disorders. Food insecurity further constrains dietary choices, particularly among low-income
households, which may rely more heavily on inexpensive, energy-dense, and nutrient-poor foods
(Global Nutrition Report, 2023; Mocanu & Stanciu, 2025). In the context of Eastern Europe, Gross (2002)
examined how the post-communist transformation of the media sector facilitated the expansion of
commercial advertising in markets where consumer-protection frameworks were still developing. The
Republic of Moldova experienced a similar transition, characterised by the rapid growth of commercial
media and evolving regulatory mechanisms.

Food choices are increasingly influenced by economic conditions, lifestyle changes, digital information,
and evolving consumer preferences (Manolache et al., 2025). The World Health Organization Regional
Office for Europe has highlighted the disproportionate influence of food marketing on children and
adolescents. Data from the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children study indicate low levels of daily
fruit and vegetable consumption and substantial consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages among
young people in several countries in the region, including the Republic of Moldova (World Health
Organization Regional Office for Europe, 2024).

Consumer food choices in the Republic of Moldova are also shaped by national food policies,
perceptions of food safety, and trust in the food supply chain (Munteanu Pila et al., 2020).

3. Food Consumption in the Republic of Moldova: Statistical Context (2021—-2024)

Food consumption patterns in the Republic of Moldova have changed substantially over the past two
decades. The 2021 WHO STEPwise Approach to Noncommunicable Disease Risk Factor Surveillance
(STEPS) survey, conducted among adults aged 18—69 years, provides comprehensive national-level data
on nutrition-related risk factors (Table 1).

The findings indicate a mean body mass index (BMI) of 26.9 kg/m? among adults, placing the average
value within the overweight range.
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They also point to a substantial burden of nutrition-related risk factors in the Republic of Moldova.
Compared with European Union averages, the country has a higher prevalence of overweight among
men and lower levels of daily fruit and vegetable consumption (World Health Organization, 2022).

Table 1. Key Food Consumption and Health Risk Indicators, Republic of Moldova (STEPS 2021)

Indicator Men (%) Women (%) Total (%)
Overweight (BMI > 25 kg/m?) 70.8 57.0 63.9
Obesity (BMI > 30 kg/m?) 22.4 23.0 22.7
Insufficient daily fruit and vegetable intake ~85.0 ~80.0 ~82.0
Excessive salt intake (= 5 g/day) ~75.0 ~65.0 ~70.0
Physical inactivity ~40.0 ~50.0 ~45.0

Note. Data adapted from World Health Organization (2022) and Agentia Nationald pentru Sdndtate Publicd (2023).

In addition, a food insecurity rate of 23.5% may further constrain dietary choices, particularly among
low-income households that may rely more heavily on inexpensive, energy-dense, and nutrient-poor
foods (Global Nutrition Report, 2023).

4. Media Promotion of Food Products: Channels, Strategies, and Effects Across Population Groups
4.1 The Media Landscape and Food Advertising

The Republic of Moldova has a complex and rapidly evolving media landscape. Television remains a
major advertising channel in terms of reach and expenditure, followed by digital platforms and social
media (Table 2). Law No. 62/2022 on advertising, adopted in March 2022, established an updated legal
framework aligned with European Union legislation, including Directive 2006/114/EC on misleading and
comparative advertising. However, the Media Forum of the Republic of Moldova reported in 2023 and
2024 that the legislation had not yet produced the expected effects, particularly regarding the
regulation of advertising for foods that may be harmful to health.

Table 2. Food Advertising Channels, Predominantly Promoted Products, and Target Population Groups

Predominantly promoted Level of

Media channel products Target population groups regulation

Adults and children, including
through children’s
programming

Sugar-sweetened beverages,
fast food, and snacks

Medium (Law

Television No. 62/2022)

Social media platforms,
including Facebook,
Instagram, and TikTok

Fast food, energy drinks, and

. Adolescents and young adults Low
nutrient-poor snack foods

Sugar-sweetened beverages

YouTube Children and adolescents Low
and ultra-processed foods

Radio General. food products and Adults in rural and urban areas {Medium
promotional offers

Outdoor advertising Fast food and soft drinks General population Medium

Online news media Food supplements and dietary Adults and older adults Medium
products

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on data from the Agentia Nationald pentru Sdndtate Publicd (2023), Law No. 62/2022, and
reports published by the Media Forum of the Republic of Moldova in 2023 and 2024.
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4.2 Vulnerable Population Groups

Children aged 0-14 years represent one of the population groups most vulnerable to food marketing
(Table 3). Television advertising and digital content directed at children predominantly promote
products high in sugar, salt, and saturated fat. Studies involving school-aged children in the Republic of
Moldova indicate frequent consumption of unhealthy snacks, sugar-sweetened beverages, and fast
food, including products sold near educational institutions.

Such products are often promoted using persuasive techniques, including animated characters and
prizes, which may take advantage of children’s limited ability to critically evaluate commercial messages.

Adolescents and young adults aged 15—24 years are among the most active users of social media in the
Republic of Moldova and are frequently exposed to platforms on which food advertising is less strictly
regulated. Energy drinks, fast food, and ultra-processed snack foods are promoted through influencers,
sponsored content, and algorithmically targeted advertisements. Data from the Health Behaviour in
School-aged Children study indicate low levels of daily fruit and vegetable consumption and high
consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages among Moldovan adolescents.

Rural populations face a particular nutritional challenge. Despite potentially greater access to fresh
seasonal produce, the consumption of ultra-processed foods, including industrially produced snacks,
inexpensive processed meats, and sugar-sweetened beverages, appears to be increasing. This trend
may be influenced by the expansion of discount retail networks, television advertising, and limited
access to nutrition education. Lower levels of media literacy in some rural communities may further
increase vulnerability to commercial food marketing. Older adults aged 65 years and above may be
particularly exposed to misleading advertising for products presented as having health benefits,
including food supplements and herbal products associated with unsubstantiated claims.

The increasing digitalisation of advertising may also limit their access to updated health information
while maintaining their exposure to television-based commercial messages.

Table 3. Summary of Vulnerability Across Population Groups

Population group Main media-related risk factors Vulnerability level
Children aged 0-14 Television and YouTube advertising, animated characters, .
. . . Very high
years prizes, and promotion of high-sugar foods
Adolescents and ) -
Social media, influencers, sponsored content, and .
young adults aged 15~ algorithmically targeted advertisin Very high
24 years g ytarg 8
Low-income adults Promotion of |ne>fpen5|V(.e, energy-dense, and nutrient- High
poor foods; food insecurity
. Television advertising, discount retail networks, limited .
Rural populations L . o High
nutrition education, and lower media literacy
Older adults aged 65 | Misleading supplement advertising, unsubstantiated .
. . . High
years and above health claims, and digital exclusion
Pregnant ahd Prlomot|on (?f suppllemer.rts anq breast-milk substitutes Moderate to high
breastfeeding women | with potentially misleading claims

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on data from the Agentia Nationald pentru Sdndtate Publicd (2023), World Health
Organization (2022), and Law No. 62/2022.
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5. Health Status of the Population of the Republic of Moldova: Statistical Data 2021-2024
5.1 Demographic and Mortality Indicators

The Republic of Moldova faces significant demographic challenges, including high levels of emigration,
population ageing, and elevated mortality from noncommunicable diseases. According to data from the
National Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Moldova and the Agentia Nationald pentru Sanatate
Publicd, life expectancy at birth reached 72.0 years in 2024 (Table 4). Although this represented an
improvement from the pandemic-affected level of 67.6 years recorded in 2021, it remained
approximately 10 years below the European Union average of about 82 years (Agentia Nationald pentru
Sanatate Publicd, 2023, 2024; Biroul National de Statistica al Republicii Moldova, 2024).

Table 4. Key Demographic and Health Indicators in the Republic of Moldova, 2021-2024

Indicator 2021 2022 2023 2024
Life expectancy at birth (years) 67.6 71.6 71.2 72.0
Life expectancy among women (years) 73.2 75.5 75.5 76.4
Life expectancy among men (years) 62.8 67.6 66.6 67.6
Crude mortality rate (per 1,000 population) 17.8 13.1 13.6 13.9
Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births) 10.1 10.5 10.0 11.8
Cardiovascular disease deaths (% of total deaths) 57.0 58.0 57.8 ~57.0

Note. Data compiled from the Biroul National de Statisticd al Republicii Moldova (2024), Agentia Nationald pentru Sdndtate
Publicd (2023), World Health Organization (2024), and IPN (2025). The 2024 value for cardiovascular disease deaths is
approximate.

The gender gap in life expectancy is substantial: on average, men in the Republic of Moldova live nearly
9 years less than women, compared with a gap of approximately 5 years in the European Union. This
disparity may be associated with greater exposure among men to multiple risk factors, including
unhealthy diets, physical inactivity, alcohol consumption, and tobacco use.

5.2 Noncommunicable Diseases and Nutrition-Related Risk Factors

According to data from the World Health Organization and the Agentia Nationald pentru Sanatate
Publicd, noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) are the leading causes of morbidity and mortality in the
Republic of Moldova (Table 5).

Table 5. Prevalence of Major Noncommunicable Diseases and Related Risk Factors

Disease or condition Prevalence or rate Source and year
Overweight among adults (BMI > 25 kg/m?) 63.9% World Health Organization, 2022
Obesity among adults (BMI > 30 kg/m?) 22.7% World Health Organization, 2022
Hypertension among adults aged 18—69 years ~40% World Health Organization, 2022
Type 2 diabetes among adults ~7%—9% Ministry of Health of the Republic of

Moldova, 2023

. . . 57.8% of total  {Biroul National de Statisticad al
Cardiovascular disease mortality

deaths Republicii Moldova, 2024
; : PP
D.eaths attributable to noncommunicable 90% of total World Health Organization, 2023
diseases deaths

Note. Data compiled from the World Health Organization (2022, 2023), the Ministry of Health of the Republic of Moldova
(2023), and the Biroul National de Statisticd al Republicii Moldova (2024).
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Approximately 90% of annual deaths are attributed to NCDs, with cardiovascular diseases, type 2
diabetes, chronic respiratory diseases, and certain cancers accounting for most of this burden.

Cardiovascular diseases remain the leading cause of death in the Republic of Moldova, accounting for
57.8% of all recorded deaths in 2023.

Although this proportion decreased slightly from 58.0% in 2022, it remained high compared with
European levels. International research has associated this burden with dietary patterns characterised
by high intakes of salt, saturated fat, and added sugars. Data from the Agentia Nationald pentru Sanatate
Publicd also indicate rural—urban disparities, with rural populations experiencing more limited access to
preventive healthcare, nutrition counselling, and up-to-date health information.

6. Legislative Framework for Food Advertising

Adopted in March 2022, Law No. 62/2022 on advertising replaced Law No. 1227/1997 and established
an updated legal framework aligned with European Union standards, including Directive 2006/114/EC
on misleading and comparative advertising. The law regulates commercial and product-specific
advertising, including advertising for food products, and extends its application to the online
environment (Table 6).

Table 6. Key Legislative Provisions and Identified Gaps

Area Legal provision Identified gap or challenge
Advertisi . . . . . .
dir\éielzl”a]f General restrictions on misleading No specific restrictions on advertising
minors advertising under Law No. 62/2022 unhealthy foods to children
Digital and . . - o
online The law applies to the online Insufficient monitoring and enforcement

- environment (Article 2) mechanisms
advertising
Nutrition and Reference to Regulation (EC) No. Inconsistent application in the domestic
health claims 1924/2006 market
Outdoor Authorisation system under Chapter VI of | Frequent placement of advertisements
advertising Law No. 62/2022 near schools and parks

Ab f tor- ifi de f
Self-regulation | Provided for by law on a voluntary basis Senceo fa_sec orspeciiic code Tor
food advertising

Note. Authors’ elaboration based on Law No. 62/2022, the Media Forum Resolution (2024), and data from the Agentia
Nationald pentru Séndtate Publicd (2023).

The Media Forum of the Republic of Moldova reported in 2023 and 2024 that the new legislation had
not yet produced the expected effects on the advertising market. Advertising for foods of low nutritional
quality continues across multiple media channels with limited restrictions, particularly on digital
platforms and social media, where regulatory oversight remains comparatively weak.

7. Conclusions

Life expectancy at birth reached 72 years in 2024, remaining nearly 10 years below the European Union
average. This pattern is consistent with a mortality profile strongly influenced by noncommunicable
diseases, including conditions associated with unhealthy dietary patterns.
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Children, adolescents, rural populations, and older adults appear to be particularly vulnerable to food
advertising through television, social media, and other digital platforms, while regulatory protection
remains limited.

Law No. 62/2022 on advertising represents important legislative progress; however, its implementation
and enforcement, particularly in the digital environment and in relation to advertising directed at
minors, remain insufficient.

The following strategic recommendations are proposed:

< restrict advertising for foods of low nutritional quality during television programmes directed at
children;

introduce mandatory nutrition standards for online food advertising;

incorporate media literacy and nutrition education at all levels of education;

develop a sector-specific self-regulatory code for food advertising;

expand nutrition and health promotion campaigns in rural areas;

strengthen the monitoring of food advertising on digital platforms;

R IR

introduce mandatory front-of-pack nutrition labelling for processed food products.
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