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The impact of child-directed media consumption on consumer intelligence was
investigated using 77 parent—child pairs - 39 first graders and 38 fifth graders. The
majority of the subjects were from a homogeneous sample of primarily middle to upper-
middle income, two-parent, Caucasian, families. Data was collected through a parental
survey and a 25-minute personal interview with each child.

In the document that follows, first the multi-dimensional constructs of consumer
intelligence and child-directed media consumption are defined. In the study, the
components of consumer intelligence were defined as: knowledge of the purpose of
advertising, knowledge of prices of familiar consumer goods, ability to judge the relative
value of goods or groups of goods, and ability to reach a satisfactory purchase decision.
The components of child-directed media consumption were defined as: level of media
consumption, richness of the media environment (more access to media choices), amount
of parental influence on media choices, and media knowledge. Next, measures were
developed for each of the constructs and each child was assigned a composite consumer
intelligence score and a composite child-directed media consumption score. Using those

scores, the study’s main hypothesis, that children’s consumer intelligence scores would



be higher for children engaging in high levels of child-directed media consumption, was
tested. This was accomplished through the use of a mixed methodology employing
cluster analysis techniques. Four child-directed media consumption and four consumer
intelligence typologies were identified for both first and fifth graders. These typologies
were supported by both quantitative and qualitative data. Results did not support the
main hypothesis, but results did suggest several theories regarding the relationship
between high levels of child-directed media consumption and consumer intelligence. A
consumer socialization model describing the relationship between parents, media, and

peers, as suggested by the findings, is presented.
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BACKGROUND
Chapter 1 Introduction

INTRODUCTION

As a starting point for the discussion of the shifting role that children play as

consumers, consider the following example:

In today’s urban China, it is increasingly children who guide their parents through
a fast-changing world. When the Zhou’s bought a new television set last year,
Bella chose the brand. When they go out to eat, Bella insists on Pizza Hut. She
teaches them the latest slang and shows them cool sites on the Internet.... Bella
dragged her parents to Pizza Hut. Her father prefers traditional Chinese
restaurants and tried to coax Bella, unsuccessfully, to switch. In the crowded
restaurant, Bella took charge. She ordered pineapple pizza, chicken wings and
iced tea for all. Then she went to the salad bar and filled a communal bowl for
the table, another novelty she has introduced to her parents. (Chang 2003)

Bella, the subject of the article from which the above excerpt was taken, is 10

years old.

The story of Bella highlights two important global cultural phenomena — one is
that due to rapid technological change, children are often thrust into the role of innovators
and early adopters in the family. Second, as capitalism spreads, the marketing model
dictates that each family member is targeted as a potential purchaser or influencer. The
end results of these phenomena are that children are becoming increasingly more
important entities in family consumer decision-making — even in China, where capitalism

is in its infancy.

As expected, in the United States where capitalism reigns, the treatment of
children as consumers of interest has been growing in recent years. In the US, children

under 13 are estimated to influence $600 billion in family spending in addition to the $40



billion in pocket money that they spend directly. By 2008, the amount of direct spending
by children under age 13 is projected to reach $52 billion (Fonda and Roston 2004).

The influence that US children have on their parent’s purchase decisions has been
well-documented. A 2003 RoperASW study found significant increases over a one-year
period in the number of children and parents who say 8-17 year olds are playing a larger
role in household purchasing decisions ranging from food to entertainment to media
(Unknown 2003). In fact, Americans are so accustomed to being told that children are
important consumers that they now believe that because they are fulfilling the role of a
consumer and making decisions, that somehow children are much more consumer-
intelligent today than they were 10 years ago (La Ferle, Li et al. 2001). This increase in
consumer savvy among children has been anecdotally attributed to earlier and more
frequent exposure to media and advertising — both direct and incidental. In the past
decade, corporate America’s budget for advertising products and services to kids has
more than doubled, to an estimated $15 billion (Fonda and Roston 2004). According to
studies, the average child in the United States is exposed to more than 40,000 TV

commercials a year (Dittman 2004).

Consider the following excerpt from a review of a British documentary entitled
“Getting Older Younger” — in which filmmakers persuaded advertisers to go on camera

and give an honest account of how they manipulated children.

... he reflects on the ease with which the young or “the kids” as he and nearly
everyone else in advertising call them can be persuaded to pester their parents into
buying them the right brand...brands are the stamp of authenticity...in the
playground, if you have the wrong type of training shoes, then you are excluded.
The thing about kids is, yes, they are keen to be individuals, but there is nothing
worse than not being the right type of individual who is included in the group... If
you have something nearly right, if you've got it slightly wrong, then it's
completely wrong...the great thing about them [kids] is that their memory banks
are relatively empty so any message that goes in gets retained...British lawmakers



dismissed the idea of curbing ads to kids... saying kids were ‘savvy, media literate
and surprisingly cynical’ and they didn’t need protection. If a few were being
exploited then it was their parent's fault... Mead admits that this generation of
kids is being bombarded by more messages than any other group of kids in
history... The industry itself admits that relentless commercial pressure is forcing
a retreat from childhood...Colegrave says that the cut-off point for buying toys
has been falling by one year every 5 years. Most of today's children stop playing
with Lego when they are 6 or 7...Humphries once recalls how she made the
mistake asking 7 year-old girls what toys they liked (ha ha) - they wanted make-
up and nail varnish and they pulled up their shirts and showed her their
superfluous bras...with the exception of the very young, children watch adult
television... fears of their parents divorcing makes them edgy and sophisticated
beyond their years. Mothers who want to protect children from manipulation are
condemned as "regressive” while those who don’t are "progressive™ and
"Iindependent”. Forward-thinking progressives can be encouraged by showing
their children as miniature adults - at ease with consumption. Fears of regressive
moms are heightened by ads showing the kids will get E-coli if they don't buy
disinfectant. (Cohen 1999)

The quotes in the above essay, most from advertisers, serve to summarize a
commonly held set of beliefs about today’s youth — that they are growing up faster than
previous generations, worldly, consumer savvy, and generally not in need of protection —
especially from the technology and media they embrace. One group that does not seem
to subscribe to the above viewpoint is the kids themselves. A recent survey highlighted
the differences in how marketers view children to how children view themselves. The
survey found that 51% more of the professional marketers perceive today’s kids as
“savvy consumers” than do the kids themselves and 39% more see the kids as “powerful”
consumers — leading to the observation that marketers’ first reaction is to define kids by
their characteristics as consumers, while kids define themselves as kids first (Grimm
2004). Another article says that Tom Kalinske, president of Knowledge Universe
(makers of LeapFrog learning system) and former CEO of Sega of America and Mattel
Inc. and others in the industry believe that kids today are more sophisticated consumers
than the generations that preceded them, well able to recognize hype and impervious to

crude manipulation (Leonhardt 1997).



Focus oF STuby

The main focus of this study is to investigate and attempt to measure the influence
of media consumption on children’s consumer intelligence. To date, even with all of the
emphasis on the increasing importance of child consumers and decision makers,
consumer behavior researchers have very little study data to support commonly held
beliefs related to the influence of media on consumer socialization and consumer

intelligence.

Previous literature suggests that the main influences on children’s consumer
learning are parents, peers, the media and culture as a whole (Roedder-John 1999). This

consumer socialization triad is illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1

Consumer Socialization Influences

Media

Family School / Peers



While a large body of literature exists describing and documenting parental
influences on children’s consumer knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors — there are far
fewer academic studies available relating to the other two members of the triad - peers
and media. Consequently, there is also an opportunity to look at the interactions between

these three primary influences.

Initially, the emphasis of this study was media effects, but throughout the course
of the investigation it became apparent to the researcher that the area of interaction
between parents and media could not be ignored or set aside. It is from this perspective
that that the concept of child-directed media consumption was constructed. For the
purposes of this study, child-directed media consumption is defined as: media
consumption activities that are actively asked for, purposefully selected, or independently
accessed and consumed by the child. The idea is that the child is consuming media
without parental guidance or influence. The underlying assumption is that for children
who consume relatively large amounts of media on their own, a higher proportion of
consumer socialization could be attributed to the media, and relatively less to parents and
peers. Conversely, children who consume little media at all, or consume media mostly
with their parents, would have relatively less media influence on their consumer

behavior. Therefore, the main hypothesis of this dissertation study is:

H1: Children’s consumer intelligence scores will be higher for children engaging
in high levels of child-directed media consumption.

GOALS OF STUDY

As previously mentioned, the main components of this study are child-directed
media consumption and consumer intelligence. As the construct of child-directed media

consumption is both a relative and complex metric, the approach will be to use typologies



to describe various patterns of media consumption behaviors. One goal of this study is to

document children’s media consumption typologies.

Another goal of this study is to establish a scale to measure consumer intelligence
among children. While it is impossible to go back in time to look for increases in
consumer knowledge from that of past generations of children, is it expected that this

scale will allow for such comparisons in the future.

The final goal of this dissertation research is to begin to define the relationship
between media consumption profiles and consumer intelligence in children. This will be
accomplished by analyzing the various consumption typologies in terms of consumer
intelligence scores — looking for patterns and consistencies that help to explain varying

intelligence scores in terms of media consumption practices.

The implication and intended application of knowledge obtained from this study
is to better equip educators, parents, and regulators to supplement, fine-tune, and perhaps
legislate controls for the media environment in order to ensure children are getting the

requisite knowledge to be effective life-long consumers.

PRESENTATION OF STUDY

This dissertation is organized into two major divisions. The first will define terms
and address the current situation - exploring the media landscape, documenting
assumptions and reviewing what is currently known. The second half of the paper will
focus on adding to the existing body knowledge by providing a baseline measurement of
consumer intelligence, using the newly developed scale, and describing common media

consumption typologies among children.



In an effort to allow the reader to more fully appreciate the immediate relevancy
of the topic, the current children’s media landscape is discussed in the Chapter 2. The
explosion of media directed at and developed for children is one of the key motivators
driving this study. One of the primary tasks on the way to discovering the effects of the
media environment on children is to first learn more about their understanding of the
media itself. A precursor to that task is to catalog the media environment as it now

stands.

The following section, Chapter 3, will focus on the two key constructs for which
scales will be developed — consumer intelligence and child-directed media consumption
among children. As this paper introduces several multi-faceted constructs it is necessary
to devote some up-front time to defining and developing these ideas. This section will
also lay out this author’s underlying assumptions, present a causal progression model for

the study and detail expected contributions.

A subsequent section, Chapter 4, will review the existing body of literature in
relevant topic areas such as consumer socialization, factors affecting consumer
socialization, marketing to children, and media and advertising effects. Literature
relating peripherally to the study at hand will be introduced as required. Some peripheral
topics include parenting styles, children’s decision-making strategies, and media

influences not related to consumerism.

The second half of the paper will look at specific hypotheses, scale development,
study methodology and outcomes, discussion, and future plans. It is the intent of the
author that this paper serve as a starting point for the development of a framework within

which interested parties can discuss the implications of the new media landscape on how



children obtain critical knowledge, skills, and attitudes that are responsible for life-long

consumer behaviors.



Chapter 2 Current Media Environment

CURRENT MEDIA ENVIRONMENT

In an effort to allow the reader to more fully appreciate the immediate relevancy
of the topic, the current children’s media landscape will be discussed in this section. The
explosion of media directed at and developed for children is one of the key motivators
driving this study. A precursor to understanding the effects of the media environment on

children is to understand the environment itself.

Cable Television

Since 1979 when Nickelodeon was first launched on cable TV, the number of
cable television networks providing programming specifically aimed at child audiences
has grown significantly, as has their viewership. Nickelodeon has been the highest-rated
cable network in the US since 1995 (Viacom 2004). Today, DirecTV, the largest US
satellite television provider, carries 9 stations that provide programming primarily for
children under the age of 12 and eleven additional stations are offered as “family-
friendly”. (See Appendix A for a current listing of children’s and family-friendly cable

networks.)

Currently, three players dominate children’s cable television — with Disney,
Nickelodeon, and Cartoon Network providing 80% of kids’ viewing options. While
about one-third of US children aged 2-11 do not have cable (approximately 20 million
households), cable offerings spill over to network television on Saturday morning — with
ABC running a Disney line-up, CBS carrying content from Nickelodeon, and NBC

running a 3-hour block from Discovery Kids (Ostrow 2004).



Cable television offerings for children are continuing to grow in every dimension.
Comcast, the country’s largest cable operator has just announced plans to create a 24-
hour network for toddlers (Berman, Grant et al. 2004). Turner Broadcasting has
introduced a new channel called Toonami (Age 2004). One of the reasons cited for this
growth is the opportunity to run repeats on cable — up to 100 showings of the same

program (Ostrow 2004).

Interactive and Print Media

While the proliferation of television offerings often attracts the most attention due
to widespread access to these stations, there is parallel growth in other forms of media for
children — including the Internet, magazines and other print media, radio, and interactive

TV.

Disney has a radio network dedicated to children’s programming that broadcasts
live from Disneyworld and the number of magazine titles offered for children or (parents
and children together) is nearing 50. (See Appendix A for a current listing of magazines.)
While the number of websites containing content for children is difficult to quantify, the
American Library Association site (ALA 2004) contains hundreds of links in 37
categories to content appropriate for children under 14 and does not contain any links to
gaming sites or other commercial offerings — which number in the thousands. The
growth of Internet use by children is evidenced by data from a recent survey reporting
that two million American children now have their own website and that 6 million
children will have a website by 2005. This number represents fully 10% of the 23

million kids who have Internet access from home today (Brief 2003).
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One new offering on the horizon is Interactive TV for children. Interactive TV
allows viewers to interact with television programming through their remote controls or
special hardware appliances. Through Interactive TV, viewers can play along with quiz
show contestants, select a camera from inside a specific car from which to view a
NASCAR race, or pick and choose news stories. This medium also allows programmers
to target specific viewers (by zip code, for example) with tailored quiz questions,
advertisements and special offers (Keefe 2004). Interactive TV has already seen some
success in the UK among children — with “Play & Learn” programming and gaming.
One reason that content providers are excited about the prospects of Interactive TV for
children is that they are often among the fastest and most receptive adopters of new

technology (Goff 2003).

Branding Issues

The growth of children’s content providers across multiple mediums is beginning
to change the way media companies view their own business. lan McClelland, an
interactive producer at Turner Kids, states that recent changes within Turner mean “that
the company is becoming less of a broadcaster and increasingly a general entertainment
company” (Age 2004). This change is causing media companies to put even more focus
on brand development — using, for example, the Web to get attention on television and
vice versa. Nickelodeon sees the world as a place where kids can interact with the brand
in numerous ways — including television, magazines, licensed products and online
(Viveiros 2004). Cartoon Network has 1.6 million registered web users and receives
between 8 and 9 million visitors monthly. Art Roche, creative director at Cartoon
Network New Media said that “...rather than focusing on having viewers build loyalty to

the channel, Cartoon Network wants kids to bond with their characters, such as The
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Powerpuff Girls, Dexter, and Samurai Jack. These characters make up our brand”

(Viveiros 2004).

Not only are media brands increasing their multiple-medium presence, so are
other consumer brands — such as Kraft, Pepsi, McDonald’s and Hershey’s — all of whom
have online free online gaming sites laden with corporate advertising. These new
offerings, sometimes called advergames, often expose children to heavy doses of
advertising. Kraft’s nabiscoworld.com features advergames for at least 17 brands —
including Ritz Bits Sumo Wrestling, Life Savers Boardwalk Bowling, and a game where
players are Planter’s Peanut vendors at a baseball game. The relatively low cost of
advertising through Web games is one reason for their popularity with marketers. The
cost of airing a 30-second TV commercial can range from about $7 to $30 per thousand
viewers (at 2004 rates) while advergaming can cost less than $2 per thousand users who

spend, on average, 30 minutes interacting with the products (Pereira 2004).

As branding is playing an increasingly important role in the current children’s
media environment, the concept of brand knowledge among children becomes relevant,
albeit, not central to the current study. Keller (Keller 2003) suggests that any encounter
with a brand has the opportunity to change the mental representation of the brand. It
follows, therefore that each varying presentation of a brand to a child serves as a building
block — and that the more different ways a brand is presented the more chances there are
for lasting representations. This concept is critical to the current study in that if a child is
exposed (either directly or incidentally) to a brand through several different media, then
that brand will likely have more mental associations than those brands accessed through
only one medium. As the current study is looking at the relationship between child-

directed media consumption and consumer intelligence, it follows that if a child is
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exposed to advertising from multiple stimuli, they may be more influenced than children

with fewer ports of entry for advertising messages.

Reaching Children

Accompanying this media explosion is an unprecedented directed-marketing push
toward children. Twenty years ago the literature that guided marketers typically treated
children as a fairly homogenous segment — reachable mainly through commercials on
Saturday morning cartoons and toy promotions on cereal boxes and in the stores
themselves. With more media outlets, the content and messages are more easily tailored
to an increasingly narrow target audience. One result of this is that children are more
able to independently select, consume, and fully experience media offerings. Robby
London, of DIC Entertainment (which produces shows such as “Where on Earth is
Carmen San Diego?”) believes that “...beyond the age of 5 or 6, kids really pick their

own programs. Adults for the most part don’t really control the sets” (Pennington 2004).

While there are still shows with universal kid-appeal, e.g. Sponge Bob Square
Pants and Rugrats, age-related programming plateaus are apparent — with most children
outgrowing the educational fare on PBS by the time they get to first grade (Ostrow 2004).
In a recent article, an 8-year old boy is quoted as saying: “I used to like *Arthur’, but now
I don’t since I’ve grown up. | think I’'m old enough now for the other shows”

(Pennington 2004).

Not only are marketers able to reach children through a growing number of media
outlets and narrowly focused programming venues but they are also increasingly reaching
children when they may be the most vulnerable — when they are alone. Two studies

sponsored by the Kaiser Family Foundation document the trend toward privatization of
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media consumption by children (Roberts, Foehr et al. 1999; Rideout, Vandewater et al.
2003) — a trend noticeable to others as well. A recent article contains the following quote
from a pediatrician: “Although a huge percentage of kids these days have their own TVs
and watch in their rooms with the doors closed, that’s not a great idea” (Pennington
2004). The American Psychological Association (APA) is also concerned about the
privatization of children’s media consumption — the growing number of young children
using the Internet and watching televisions in their bedrooms, where no one is present to
explain what they are viewing or the material with which they are interacting (Dittman
2004). Additionally, Internet usage — which often takes place alone - exposes children to
advertisements that “just go unnoticed by the child” (Fonda and Roston 2004) by
“mingling advertisements with entertainment in way that can make it hard for children to

tell the difference” (Leimbach 2000).

REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

Since the 1980s, when the phenomenon of focusing on children as consumers first
emerged (McNeal 1992), the regulatory environment regarding children and media has
become increasingly complex and dynamic. Previous to that time, regulators addressed
issues primarily pertaining to television advertising on Saturday morning network
television — telling advertisers to separate advertising from programming, not use
characters from the current program as spokesmen, and not to encourage children to “ask
their parents” for advertised goods. Over the past twenty years, regulators have struggled
to supply timely guidance to content providers and advertisers — often leaving unintended
gaps in protection. In the past several years though, there has been a more concerted
effort by government, advocacy groups, and parents to close these gaps. This effort is
fueled by concern over rising rates of childhood obesity — which is blamed, in part on

junk food advertisements. Nick Jaffe, executive vice president for the Association of
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National Advertisers notes: “there has been nothing like this [current efforts to regulate

advertising] since the effort to ban kids’ ads in the 1970s” (McConnell 2004).

In the recent past, the primary focus of relevant regulatory bodies has been
categorization and labeling of content. Television shows, movies, and video games all
have rating systems that allow parents to readily assess whether or not the content is
appropriate for children. On the Internet, the primary focus has been on safety and
privacy issues for children. But regulatory bodies are being pressured from all sides to do
more — the advertisers want clarity and the parents, teachers, and advocates want
increased protection in light of the current media environment. The American
Psychological Association (APA) has joined forces with the American Academy of
Pediatrics, the Kaiser Family Foundation, and several other organizations in calling for
legislation to restrict advertising to children under 8 years old. The groups are also
calling for more research showing the influence advertising has on young children. The
chairman of APA’s Task Force on Advertising and Children says: “The user is
sometimes not even aware of the marketing effort and advertising undertaking.
Advertisers and marketers are very sophisticated in using advertising to reach children.
However, virtually no research exists in the use of Internet interactivity to reach children”

(Dittman 2004).

Some critics say that websites like Neopets (www.neopets.com) enable

advertisers to skirt TV-industry practices that alert children to commercials with bumper
announcements like ‘Hey kids, we’ll be right back after these messages”. In fact,
Neopets Inc. press materials declare that advertisers can embed their brands “directly into
entertaining site content” - a practice that complies with the Children’s Online Privacy
Act (Fonda and Roston 2004). This example exposes the gap between current guidelines

and those desired by critics of modern advertiser’s methods for reaching children.
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In an effort to stave off restrictive legislation, the Children’s Advertising Review
Unit (CARU) of the National Advertising Review Council promotes responsible
children’s advertising through the publication of self-regulatory guidelines (CARU
2003). Similarly, the National Cable & Telecommunications Association has recently

published a report aimed at empowering television viewers directly (NCTA 2004).

Despite increased self-regulation efforts, the government is getting more involved
in protecting children as they navigate the modern media landscape. On April 1, 2004
the domain Kids.us premiered as a safe haven for children on the Internet. The new web
address is the result of a law sponsored by Congressman John Shimkus (R, IL). Further
underscoring the complexity of the current media environment, ABC has become the first

television network to agree to provide content to the domain (Telecomweb 2004).
Finally, on June 28, 2004, Senator Tom Harkin (D, IA) announced plans to

introduce a bill that would reinstate the Federal Trade Commission’s ability to issue rules

on unfair advertising to children.
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Chapter 3 Construct Defintions

The basic research question that this study strives to answer is: “What is the

relationship between child-directed media consumption and consumer intelligence?”

In the previous section, the current media environment for children was presented.
The purpose of this section is to define key terms to be used throughout the study and
clarify the basic underlying constructs. Additionally, assumptions related to concepts and
hypotheses will be outlined and discussed. The three key concepts to be introduced in
this section are: child-directed media consumption, media proficiency, and consumer

intelligence.

CHILD-DIRECTED MEDIA CONSUMPTION

Since the increase in media use by children is well-documented and thought to be
an increasingly important source of consumer-related information for children it is a key
aim of this paper to investigate the relationship between media exposure/consumption
and consumer intelligence — with the goal being to better understand whether or not
media plays a more important role in consumer socialization for child who consumes
large amounts/proportions of media on their own — with little parental or other adult
participation. For the purposes of this study, “child-directed media consumption” is

defined as:

Media consumption activities that are actively asked for, purposefully selected, or
independently accessed and consumed by the child.

This definition is intended to be broad enough to be relevant to children of all

ages. There are two main components to this definition that warrant further discussion.
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First, the notion of media “consumption” is to be distinguished from mere media
exposure. Anyone that has observed a small child “watch” Dora the Explorer knows that
children nowadays do not sit by idly as the pictures flash by but rather they sing along,
shout out answers, and otherwise interact with the characters. Children, as young as two,
know to get their purple backpack when they see Dora. The term consumption in this
paper is purposefully used to convey the reality of today’s current media environment
where children are as often participants as they are viewers. Obviously this is especially
true in the interactive world of the Internet and for players of video games. In these

media, participation is mandatory.

The second component of interest is the idea of independent consumption. While
it used to be somewhat necessary for parents to “stand-by” as children were reading,
doing homework, watching family TV shows, using the Internet, etc., to help explain
words, or concepts, or situations, this need is rapidly disappearing. With more media
outlets, the content and messages can more easily be tailored for an increasingly narrow
target audience. The end result is that children are more able to independently select,
consume, and fully experience media offerings. The idea of independent consumption
and experience is a critical element of this dissertation. The reduced need for adult
intervention, brought about by the increased number of offerings, represents a major
paradigm shift in media consumption. For years, parents were able to control media
exposure by controlling access to the technology — and the knowledge to use it. Now, as
demonstrated in the opening paragraph of this paper, the children, in many cases have

surpassed their parent’s abilities to access media and thus seized control.

Societal forces are also driving independent media consumption by children. It is
estimated that 20 million children in the United States (approximately 27%) now reside

in single-parent households (Paulin and Lee 2002) where time-strapped parents may have
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difficulty closely monitoring media consumption. Additionally, the increase in violence
and sexual content of adult targeted offerings has made co-viewing by families more
difficult. The top-rated prime time network television show, CSI: Crime Scene

Investigation carries a rating of TV-14 (see www.cbhs.com for more information).

In summary, the concept of child-directed media consumption encompasses the
idea that an adult’s skills, knowledge, and sensibilities are not required for a child, even

as young as two, to have a successful media consumption experience.

Media Proficiency: Knowledge and Experience

Having an understanding of the current media environment — where a child can
self-select and successfully navigate the media landscape, naturally leads one to consider
whether or not the children understand what they are doing. This “knowing and
understanding” in conjunction with the ability to access various offerings forms the core
of self-directed media consumption. As previously stated, true media consumption goes
beyond exposure — to becoming an active participant. In previous media-related studies,
self-report measures and monitoring schemes have been employed to log media exposure
(Roberts, Foehr et al. 1999). In these types of studies it is possible to identify children
with large amounts of exposure but little is known about whether they are affected by and
knowledgeable about the media they are engaging. The current study goes beyond the
self-reported exposure levels and media environment to measure actual media

knowledge.

It is suspected that some children acquire media knowledge, not only through

their own experiences but also through the experiences of their siblings and peers. It is

believed that this area of interaction provides children with vicarious consumption
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experiences with media and can explain why children who do not have cable TV in their
home are well versed in program offerings from cable-only networks. The current study
uses an independent measure of media knowledge by asking children to identify and
define specific elements of the media landscape — on the Internet, in video games, on
television, and through movies and music. By assessing each individual’s broad
knowledge of many forms of media - independent of exposure levels - an assessment or

projection of the effects that the media is likely to have on that child can be made.

The idea that indirect as well as direct media interaction can affect a child’s
consumer intelligence is an important component of the current study. The inclusion of
peer effects on media knowledge is an essential element in the overall investigation of
media effects. With this piece of the puzzle, the foundation exists for a more complete
study of media effects on consumer intelligence — where media is looked at alone, in

terms of an interaction with parents, and in terms of an interaction with peers.

The term “media proficiency” has been developed for use in this paper in order to
alleviate confusion with the often-used term “media literacy”. Media literacy has
previously been defined as the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and create
communications in a variety of media (Schwarz 2003). While elements of the media
literacy concept overlap with those associated with media proficiency as defined, there
are two important distinctions. First is the element of creation — for the purposes of the
current study, it is not necessary for children (nor expected) that they can create anything
in the media environment — rather the important elements that are the focus are the ability
to participate in and fully experience the offering as it is presented by the content
provider. Second, the term media proficiency will be expanded to include specific

knowledge of programming and website content — in other words, the ability to identify
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and associate programming with its provider, navigate though websites, and identify

video game characters across multiple platforms.

In effect, the concept of media proficiency is a multi-dimensional construct —
incorporating a child’s exposure, access, and knowledge of their media environment. For
the purposes of this paper, it is assumed that children who are highly proficient have
attained a portion of their knowledge through experience that can be either direct or
indirect. This is important to note, as it is this experience — in the absence of parental or

adult interaction — that is at the core of child-directed media consumption.

One of the goals of this paper is to identify typologies of child media consumers.
These typologies will incorporate each of the elements discussed in the previous sections
— environment, content knowledge, direct experience, indirect experience, exposure,

parental supervision (or lack thereof), as well as overall interest in media in general.

CONSUMER INTELLIGENCE

Another term in need of clarification is “consumer intelligence”. Like media
proficiency, consumer intelligence is a multi-dimensional construct. For the purposes of
this paper consumer literate children are defined as children that are conscious of
advertising and aware of its purpose, have knowledge of pricing, understand the concept

of value, and are able to reach a satisfying decision in a purchase situation.

As there is no gold standard for defining a “good” consumer, even in the adult
world, it is not the author’s intent to judge (or rate) a child’s purchase decision, but
rather, the goal is to determine whether or not the child has the ability to make a

satisfactory decision in a consumer situation where uncertainty exists.
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Another way to think about consumer intelligence is to contrast it with the
concept “consumer oriented”. While consumer-intelligent children have some sense of
quality, value, and price trade-offs, consumer-oriented children often do not. Children
who are consumer oriented understand and are aware of needs/wants, products/brands,
and having and owning, but lack the ability to factor in limiters such as price and value.
The construct of consumer-oriented is very closely tied to materialism — which will be
discussed in the subsequent review of the literature. One of the main goals of this study

is to develop a scale by which children’s consumer intelligence can be gauged.

Assumptions

There are several assumptions that must be stated in order for the following study
to be fully appreciated. Each of these assumptions will be supported by the literature
review in Chapter 4 and revisited again in the discussion section of Chapter 9, but for the

purpose of clarity they will be explained as a separate matter.

The first assumption is that children engaged in high levels of child-directed
media consumption are more likely to be influenced by that media in terms of consumer
socialization. Therefore, it follows that these children are proportionately less affected by

more traditional, adult-directed consumer socialization activities.

The second assumption is that children who are large consumers of child-directed
media are consuming the media on their own (with little adult supervision or interaction).
While this concept has been discussed in previous sections, it is necessary to understand

that the main thesis of this paper is that it is the lack of parental/adult participation in
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media consumption that leads the children to be proportionally more influenced by media

than by other socialization agents.

Each of these assumptions warrants discussion, as they are the foundation for the
hypotheses to follow. A review of the literature will show that consumer socialization
has traditionally been accomplished primarily through parent-child interaction. The idea
being explored in the current study is that children who consume large amounts of media
on their own are missing out on at least a part of the traditional consumer socialization
process and that, for these children, media is supplanting the role of the parent by
providing early and repeated exposure to consumer issues. Another component of this
assumption is that there is only so much time in a day and if children are spending a large
proportion of their time immersed in media there is undoubtedly less time for parent

interaction in general.

The second assumption, while seemingly redundant, reinforces the first — namely
that children engaged in high levels of child-directed media do not have time to also

engage in additional media consumption experiences with their parents.

The third and final assumption is illustrated in Figure 2. The basic principle is
that child-directed media consumption causes children to be exposed directly and
indirectly to unmediated messages that will influence them as consumers. Again, this
assumption is an important component of the argument that children who self-direct their
media consumption run the risk of being socialized as consumers not by their parents, but

by the media.
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Figure 2

Link Between Child-Directed Media Consumption and Consumer Intelligence
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Chapter 4 Literature Review

LITERATURE REVIEW

A review of the relevant literature leads to several distinct topics of interest. The
overarching subject matter driving the current investigation is consumer socialization -
the study of how kids acquire consumer knowledge, skills, behaviors and attitudes. A
subset of the consumer socialization literature contains a body of literature that more
pointedly informs on the topic at hand — that which deal directly with media effects. As
previously stated, the main goal of the current study is to add to this area of knowledge in
particular.  The current study will bring researchers closer to a more complete
understanding of the triad of forces affecting consumer socialization — though both direct
impact and through interactions. The existing body of literature also includes studies
relating to the media and materialism, the effects and effectiveness of television

advertising to children, and information and decision processing in children.

Four Decades of Consumer Socialization Research

Most modern (post television) work in the arena of consumer socialization can be
traced back to studies performed in the 1970s by prominent researchers such as Scott
Ward, (Ward and Wackman 1971; Ward 1974; Ward, Wackman et al. 1977; Ward,
Wackman et al. 1977; Ward 1978), Daniel Wackman (Wackman, Wartella et al. 1977),
Ellen Wartella (Wartella, Alexander et al. 1979) John Rossiter (Rossiter and Robertson
1974; Rossiter 1977; Rossiter 1979), and Marvin Goldberg (Goldberg and Gorn 1974;
Goldberg, Gorn et al. 1978). Since that time, each new decade has brought forth fresh
research programs that have provided a continuous stream of information and
enlightenment relating to children, the media, advertising, and the consumer socialization

processes.
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In the early 1980s, Deborah Roeddder-John began what turned out to be a 20+-
year period of investigation that eventually served to map a timeline of how children gain
consumer information (Roedder 1981; Roedder, Sternthal et al. 1983; Roedder John and
Cole 1986; Roedder John and Whitney 1986). The primary focus of many of her studies
was age differences among children - in realms such as information processing, use of
perceptual cues, categorization, and decision-making. Also in the 1980s Merrie Brucks
(Brucks, Goldberg et al. 1985; Brucks, Armstrong et al. 1988) published several articles
relating to cognitive processing of television advertising, and Carole Macklin (Macklin
1983; Macklin 1985; Macklin 1987; Macklin 1988) began a similar program aimed at
trying to discover what young children understand about television advertising. In the
realm of communications within families, George Moschis (Moschis and Moore 1982;
Moschis, Moore et al. 1984; Moschis 1985; Moschis 1987) followed up on earlier work
first with broad studies of consumer socialization and later with the effects of television

advertising and the role of interpersonal family communication styles.

In the 1990s Laura Peracchio (Peracchio 1992; Peracchio 1993) contributed to the
literature with studies looking at children’s consumer knowledge acquisition through
audio-visual stimuli and script processing. The 1990s also brought a slew of work related
to the effects of television and advertising on adolescents (Austin, Roberts et al. 1990;
Bousch, Friestad et al. 1994; Committee on Communications 1995; Shim 1996;
Mangleburg and Bristol 1998; Robinson, Chen et al. 1998; Macklin and Carlson 1999;
Ritson and Elliott 1999). During this period in time there was a great deal of controversy
over advertisements for alcohol that were reaching underage children. There was also
some interest in learning whether or not the money invested in anti-drug advertisements

was well spent.
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In the new millennium, there appear to be two distinct trends emerging in
consumer research for children. One trend is to look backward and try to summarize,
review, and collect all that is known about modern consumption behavior and knowledge
acquisition in children from the various studies performed over the past 30 years. This
trend was undoubtedly spurred by Deborah Roedder John in 1999 with the article entitled
“Consumer Socialization of Children: A Retrospective Look at Twenty-Five Years of
Research” (Roedder-John 1999) as well as a meta-analysis of media effects by Emmers-
Sommer (Emmers-Sommer and Allen 1999). One recent consumer socialization study
looks back to the how children are portrayed as consumers as early as 1910 (Cook 2000).
Another historical perspective can be found in a 2002 article by Cross entitled “Valves of

Desire: A Historian’s Perspective on Parents, Children, and Marketing” (Cross 2002).

A second emerging trend might be best described as looking at consumer
socialization from a post-modern perspective or perhaps consumerism as an embedded or
intertwined social phenomenon. Literature from this genre looks at issues such as the
development of materialism among children (Buijzen and Valkenburg 2003; Goldberg,
Gorn et al. 2003), the unintended effects of advertising (Buijzen and Valkenburg 2003),
how children come to understand television (Carlson, Laczniak et al. 2001) and
children’s relationships with brands (Pecheux and Derbaix 1999; Manning 2000; Moore
and Lutz 2000; Ji 2002). This stream of inquiry diverges from the past in that the focus is
shifted from internal — what is going on inside the mind of the child consumer, to external
— what is happening in the child’s environment that may be affecting them as a consumer
and how product experiences, parental and peer pressure, and the media influence child

consumers.

The current study is conducted from this external perspective — looking not at

internal mechanisms, but rather social and environmental factors that may affect a child’s

27



consumer knowledge, perspective, and future behavior. This study is possible because
over the last 30 years researchers have constructed a basic framework of consumer
socialization, allowing the discipline to move forward as cultural and technological
changes lead children to acquire consumer knowledge in ways not possible in the past. It
is only through the understanding of the past that it is possible to conduct studies such as
the one currently presented — without a baseline or model from which to compare, it
would be impossible to explore the possible effects of the modern media environment on

children.

It should be noted that throughout the past 40 years a parallel research track has
been sustained in relation to children as consumers. There exists an entire industry that
focuses on how to market to children from a business perspective.  Additionally, since
media effects on children and the broad topic of advertising to children are of interest to
the general public and parents in particular there are a number of relevant articles
published in the popular press. Some literature from each of these sources will be
reviewed in an effort to present a more complete summary of the impetus for the current
research. One academic researcher of note that approaches children as consumers from a
business perspective is James McNeal. McNeal is a pioneer in the modern study of child

consumer behavior, publishing his first book on the topic in 1964 (McNeal 1964).

Consumer Socialization: Age-Related Differences

As a comprehensive review of consumer socialization research covering the
period of 1974 -1998 was published in 1999 (Roedder-John 1999), the focus of the
following survey of the literature will be to pull together the specific pieces of work from
that time period and beyond that specifically inform on the current topic — the

relationship between media consumption and consumer intelligence. The goal of the
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literature review is two-fold, to anchor the current study in widely accepted fundamental

theories and to explain the impetus behind the current inquiry.

As with much modern research relating to children’s learning, the foundation of
consumer socialization literature can be traced back to the work of Piaget (Piaget 1929;
Piaget 1955; Piaget 1973) and other cognitive development theorists such as Kohlberg
and Vygotsky (Kohlberg 1969). More recently, work relating to decision-making
processes in children and categorization schema serves to provide the conceptual
psychological structure upon which to build consumer socialization theory. Researchers
such as (Parault and Schwanenflugel 2000; Blaye and Bonthoux 2001; Carmichael and

Hayes 2001; Zhang and Sood 2002) are involved in such endeavors.

In Roedder John’s review of 25 years of consumer socialization research, the first
section is devoted to providing a conceptual overview of consumer socialization,
summarizing important theories, and developing a conceptual framework that describes
stages of consumer development. These stages roughly map to Piaget’s theory which
proposes four main stages of cognitive development: sensorimotor (0-2 vyears),
preoperational (3-7 years), concrete operational (7-11 years) and formal operational (11-
adult) (Roedder-John 1999). The proposed consumer socialization stages are the
perceptual stage (3-7 years), the analytical stage (7-11 years) and the reflective stage (11-
16 years). Through these stages children progress both in terms of knowledge structures
and decision-making and influence strategies. In terms of consumer intelligence, the
development of decision-making and influence strategies is most relevant.
Characteristics of children in each stage, as presented by Roedder John, are summarized,

through paraphrasing of salient concepts, in the following sections.
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In the perceptual stage, children have a general orientation toward immediate and
readily observable perceptual features of the marketplace. Children’s consumer
knowledge is characterized by perceptual features and distinctions, often based on
a single dimension or attribute and represented in terms of concrete details from
their own observations. These children exhibit familiarity with concepts in the
marketplace, such as brands or retail stores, but rarely understand them beyond a
surface level. In terms of decision-making, the orientation can best be described
as simple, expedient, and egocentric. Decisions are usually made on the basis of a
single, perceptually salient attribute such as size. Although they may be aware
that parents or friends have other views, children at this age have difficulty
thinking about their own perspective and that of another person simultaneously.

The analytical stage contains some of the most important developments in terms
of consumer knowledge and skills. The shift from perceptual thought to symbolic
thought, along with increases in information processing abilities results in a more
sophisticated understanding of the marketplace, more complex knowledge about
advertising and brands, and a perspective beyond their own feelings and motives.
Concepts such as product categories and pricing are thought of in terms of
functional or underlying dimensions and generalizations are drawn from personal
experiences. Reasoning proceeds at a more abstract level, setting the stage for
knowledge structures that allow for abstract concepts such as advertiser’s
motives. The ability to analyze stimuli on multiple dimensions and the
acknowledgement of contingencies brings about vast changes in children’s
consumer decision-making skills and strategies. Children exhibit more
thoughtfulness in their choices and are more flexible and adaptive in their
approach to making decisions.

The reflective stage brings about further development in several dimensions.
Knowledge about branding and pricing becomes even more nuanced and complex
as children develop more sophisticated information processing and social skills.
There is a distinct shift in orientation to a more reflective way of thinking and
reasoning and there is more focus on the social meanings of the consumer
marketplace. An awareness of other people’s perspectives results in more
attention to the social aspects of being a consumer, making choices, and
consuming brands. Additionally, attempts to influence parents and peers become
more strategic, and less direct.

In the second part of Roedder John’s review, research in five areas is reviewed —

children’s advertising knowledge, transaction knowledge (products, brands, shopping,

pricing), decision-making skills and strategies, purchase request and negotiation

strategies, and consumption motives and values. As the consumer intelligence is

operationalized in the current study to look at understanding of advertising, pricing
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knowledge, sense of value, and decision-making ability, only the relevant sections will be
included. Reviews of germane findings, as presented by Roedder John, are summarized

in the following sections through the paraphrasing of salient concepts.

Advertising and Persuasion Knowledge

In terms of advertising and persuasion knowledge, the first step for children is to
learn to identify television commercials and distinguish them from other forms of
programming. This is usually accomplished by age 5. By age 6 or 7 an
understanding of advertising intent usually emerges (Rossiter and Robertson
1974; Ward, Wackman et al. 1977; Brucks, Goldberg et al. 1985; Brucks,
Armstrong et al. 1988). Prior to this, young children tend to view advertising as
entertainment or a source of unbiased information. Around 7 or 8, children begin
to see the persuasive intent of commercials, coming to terms with the fact that
advertisers are “trying to get people to buy something”. Reid (Reid 1978) found
that higher levels of understanding of advertising can be facilitated by parents
that take a strong consumer education role with their children. Researchers have
questioned whether measures of children’s knowledge of advertising requiring
abstract thinking and verbalization result in an overly pessimistic view of what
very young children know about advertising intent. A study by Donahue
(Donohue, Henke et al. 1980) provided early evidence of understanding in young
children but results were not replicated in later studies by Macklin (Macklin 1985;
Macklin 1987). In summary, there is little reason to believe that the vast majority
of children younger than 7 or 8 years of age understand advertising’s persuasive
intent.

By the time they reach their eighth birthday, children not only understand the
intent of advertising but also recognize the existence of bias and deception in
advertising. Children aged 8 and older no longer believe that “commercials
always tell the truth”. Ward (Ward, Wackman et al. 1977) reports that the
percentage of kindergarteners and sixth graders believing that advertising never or
sometimes tells the truth increases from 50% to 97%. These changes parallel
those reported for understanding of persuasive intent for first and fifth graders.
Along with more negative views comes a better understanding of why
commercials are sometimes untruthful and how one can distinguish truthful from
untruthful ads. Ward (Ward, Wackman et al. 1977) found that kindergarteners
often state no reason for why commercials lie whereas older children connect
lying to persuasive intent. The ability to recognize bias and deception in ads,
coupled with an understanding of the persuasive intent of commercials results in
less trust and less liking of commercials (Robertson and Rossiter 1974). Family
environment, peers and television exposure also contribute to the development of
skeptical attitudes toward advertising. For young children, critical attitudes seem
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to be furthered by parental control over television viewing (Soley and Reid 1984)
and less television viewing in general (Rossiter and Robertson 1974).

Transaction Knowledge

Transaction knowledge encompasses learning about stores, products and brands,
shopping scripts, shopping skills and pricing. To children, products and brands
are probably the most salient aspects of the marketplace. By preschool, children
can begin to recall brand names from television advertisements or product
packages, especially with the aid of a salient visual cue (Macklin 1996). By
kindergarten and first grade, children begin to read and spell brand names, and by
the time they reach middle childhood, they can name multiple brands in most
child-oriented product categories such as snacks, cereal, and toys (Rossiter and
Robertson 1974; Ward, Wackman et al. 1977; McNeal 1992; McNeal 1992;
Otnes, Kim et al. 1994). In terms of brands, children’s awareness develops first
for child-oriented product categories and then increases and expands, as other
categories become more salient. In middle to late childhood children develop a
preference for particular brands, while preschool children will express a
preference for familiar branded items over generic offerings (Hite and Hite 1995).
By sixth grade, children have developed a very keen sense of the social meaning
and prestige associated with certain products and brands.

The only existing study relating to shopping skills is reported by Turner and
Brandt (Turner and Brandt 1978). In this study, two groups of children (ages 4,
10-11) were given several shopping tasks — one involving a comparison of
packages and quantity and one involving prices and quantity. In the first children
compared two packages containing equal amounts of same product — one in a
single large size and one with many small individually wrapped pieces. In the
second task, children were shown three different package sizes and shapes and
were asked to determine which one would give the most product for the money.
Results show that older children and children who were given more opportunity to
manage money and make consumer decisions at home were more accurate in their
decision-making.

Despite the fact that children have substantial shopping skills by middle
childhood, they pay relatively little attention to prices. By the time children are 8
or 9 years old, they know products have prices, know where to look for them, and
know that there are price variations among products and stores, but very few
know the prices for frequently purchased items (Stephens and Moore 1975). In a
1992 study McNeal found other cues, such as brand name, to be far more salient
to children (McNeal 1992).

Consumption and Motives (Materialism)

One of the most enduring concerns about consumer socialization is that our
culture encourages children to focus on material goods as a means of achieving
happiness, success, and fulfillment. Concerns of this nature have escalated as
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evidence has become available pointing to a higher level of materialism among
children (McNeal 1992). Understanding when and how such materialistic values
form has been the central focus of consumer socialization research. Research
suggests that children clearly value the possession of material goods from a very
young age — sometimes favoring them above all else (Goldberg and Gorn 1978).
Fueled by a greater understanding of the social significance of goods,
consumption symbolism, and interpersonal relationships, materialistic values
crystallize by the time children reach the fifth or sixth grade (Goldberg, Gorn et
al. 2003). Once the stage is set for the adoption of materialistic values, the extent
to which adolescents exhibit these orientations depends on environmental factors
such as family communication, peer communication, and television exposure.
Higher levels of materialism are reported for adolescents who watch more
television (Churchill and Moschis 1979; Moschis and Moore 1982) and watch
television to learn about lifestyles and consumer behaviors (Ward and Wackman
1971; Moschis and Churchill 1978). However, it was later determined that the
correlations between television viewing and materialism are insignificant in the
long run for those with high initial levels materialism and those in families with
high levels of communication about consumer matters (Moschis and Moore
1982).

Beyond Age Differences: Gaps in the Socialization Literature

While it is clear that great strides toward understanding the consumer
socialization process have been made over the past 30 years, there are some notable gaps
that the current research strives to fill. Some of the gaps are noted in the final section of
Roedder John’s comprehensive review while others have come to light more recently.
One topic, related to shopping skills, mentioned by Roedder John (Roedder-John 1999) is
children’s understanding of pricing and value. As noted, there has only been one study,

conducted more 25 years ago, which explores these issues (Stephens and Moore 1975).

Roedder John notes that perhaps the most noticeable gap in socialization literature
is a basic understanding of what decision strategies children possess at different ages. It
was the choice of the author to leave out the portion of the Roedder John’s article that
dealt with decision-making because none of the reviewed research studies on this topic

included any mention of risk in decision-making, which is the concept most relevant to
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the current study. In the majority of the reviewed articles, the focus of the decision-
making was on information processing strategies and capabilities — with no mention of
the risks children perceive in making a poor choice. The concept of risk in decision-

making among children is explored further in a subsequent discussion of findings.

Chief among the factors undoubtedly playing an important role in consumer
socialization is the social environment — including family, peers, culture, and mass media.
While researchers acknowledge these factors, little basic research exists that applies
social interaction theories, found in the early writings of Piaget and the work of
Vygotsky, to consumer socialization (Roedder-John 1999). Vygotsky argues that
learning only takes place in the midst of social interaction with others within a culture,
often through cognitive scaffolding — where a parent or teacher, in a social setting,
presents a situation that is slightly beyond what a child alone can master. The parent or
teacher then guides the child through the learning process (Vygotsky 1986; Rogoff 1990;
Markman 1999). Another recent article advocating use of scaffolding blocks as the basis
for consumer socialization studies was published in 1999 by Cram and Ng (Cram and Ng
1999). These authors argue that consumer socialization studies approached from a purely
psychological or purely marketing perspective fail to fully take into account children’s
cultural milieu. The focus of the current study is to investigate consumer learning that
comes through the media in the absence of the adult-led social interactions that are key to

scaffolding theory.

In terms of influence of the family on consumer socialization, there have been
three sustained approaches to the study of this topic. One approach was to look at
parent’s purposeful attempts to educate their children regarding consumer issues. It was
found that parents often have few educational goals and make limited attempts to teach

consumer skills (Ward 1974; Ward, Wackman et al. 1977; Moschis, Moore et al. 1984).
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A second stream, studied extensively by Moschis and his colleagues employed family
communication pattern typologies (Moschis and Moore 1979; Moore and Moschis 1981).
Finally, in the late 1980s, Carlson and his colleagues identified typologies of parental
socialization that are currently being incorporated into research programs, including the

one presented in this paper.

In the current study, media consumption typologies will be developed with
consideration of the parental socialization types identified by Carlson. These types
include authoritarian, rigid controlling, organized effective, indulgent, and neglecting
parents (Carlson and Grossbart 1988; Carlson, Grossbart et al. 1992). While a significant
portion of the studies completed in this area involve use of adolescents as the primary
subject, it is believed that many of the socialization phenomena relevant to the current

study stem from learning and experiences that occur in early to middle childhood.

Finally, one more family-related factor suspected to have influence over
consumer socialization is sibling relationships and/or birth order. Birth order becomes
more important in studies based in the context of socialization, rather than cognitive
developmental sequences. It is expected that children with older siblings in the
household will exhibit some accelerated forms of consumer learning or product
familiarity. For this reason, birth order and household membership will be included in

the current study.

Media Effects: A Closer Look

In terms of media effects on consumer socialization, the primary focus has been
on television advertising. Strong evidence exists that supports the idea that television
advertising affects children’s product preferences (Roedder-John 1999). The effects of

television advertising are one of the few areas of inquiry that has enjoyed constant
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attention over the past four decades of consumer socialization research (Ward 1972;
Goldberg and Gorn 1974; Robertson and Rossiter 1974; Rossiter 1979; Roedder,
Sternthal et al. 1983; Macklin 1988; Raju and Lonial 1990; Young 1990; Wilson and
Weiss 1992; Alexander and Morrison 1995; Acuff 1997; Bergler 1999; Macklin and
Carlson 1999).

Over the last 15 years, Austin (Austin, Roberts et al. 1990; Austin and Meili
1994; Austin and Nach-Ferguson 1995; Austin, Fujioka et al. 1999; Austin, Pinkleton et
al. 2000) in the context of alcohol advertising, found some support for an interaction
effect on children between parents and the media. In a 2000 study involving teenagers,
Austin noted that the potential risk of frequent exposure to persuasive alcohol portrayals
via late-night talk shows, sports, music videos, and prime-time television for underage
drinking is moderated by parental reinforcement and counter-reinforcement of messages.
This is consistent with Austin’s findings through the years that parents can countermand
media influences through communication with their children. These findings are also
consistent with those of a previously cited study by Moschis and Moore (Moschis and
Moore 1982) where it was found that television exposure was positively related to

materialistic views except in families with strong communication patterns.

Starting the late 1980s, studies by Carlson (Carlson and Grossbart 1988; Carlson
and Grossbart 1990; Carlson, Grossbart et al. 1992; Carlson, Walsh et al. 1994; Carlson,
Laczniak et al. 2001) also explored the interaction between parenting and media.
Carlson’s research stream involves the effects of varying family communication patterns
on the consumer socialization process. One salient finding is that parents with differing
styles use the socialization medium of television in dissimilar ways — some view it as a
valuable tool for children to learn about social behaviors, while others use access to

media as a means of control.
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A recent article with perhaps the most compelling case for further study of the
effects of high levels of child-directed media consumption was published 1999 in the
Journal of Advertising. This article compares and contrasts consumer socialization
variables between African Americans and Caucasians (Bush, Smith et al. 1999). Of
interest is the finding that African-American college students tend to watch more TV, use
advertising more as a source for information and have more positive attitudes toward
advertising than their Caucasian counterparts. The authors then go on to surmise that due
to increased media usage, television and advertising in general may have greater
socializing effects for African-Americans than for Caucasians. Clearly this finding
highlights the need for further studies where media effects are more isolated or insulated

from other social factors.

In 1999, a meta-analytic summary of media effects research that has been
published in Human Communication Research during the past 25 years was presented.
Basic findings were that, first, age is related to processing ability, understanding, and
attending to media such that as children age, they better understand media messages.
Second, that the mass media are a significant source of learning and third, that the media
can influence attitudes, which in turn, may influence and shape behaviors (Emmers-
Sommer and Allen 1999). An additional observation of particular relevance is a finding
that there exists an effort to control or partially control children's exposure to harmful
media but, as a result of different family dynamics from the 1970s, children may not
receive the adult guidance necessary to be shielded from graphic material, and they may
not have someone to explain the real world implications of such materials. At the core of
the construct of child-directed media consumption is the idea that it is different from
parental-mediated consumption in the sense that there is no one present to explain content

(in the context of this study, consumer-related content) to children.
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The importance of television as a socialization agent has been investigated in
terms of content as well as advertising. O’Guinn (O'Guinn, Faber et al. 1989; O'Guinn
and Shrum 1997) postulates that television may play an important role in shaping

perceptions of social norms, many of which have consumer components. He states:

...as cultures have grown more complex, our ability to develop accurate
perceptions and norms may have actually decreased - this is due largely to the
extent to which we use mass-mediated information in lieu of that directly
acquired. Much of this information is treated as if it was directly observed in the
real world and is worked into cognitions of reality. It is important to keep in mind
that television is so prevalent in our society that virtually no one can escape its
influence. Even light viewers are likely to be affected by the images and values
of television either directly through viewing or indirectly through interactions
with others who have been affected. Many of the findings may be strongest for
children and adolescents who have limited real life experiences.

He then goes on to say that the programs between the ads have largely been
ignored by consumer researchers — a common lament among consumer researchers
(O'Guinn, Faber et al. 1989; Hirschman and Thompson 1997). For this reason, the
current study does not isolate the viewing of advertisements but rather treats the
consumption of advertisements as a consequence of media consumption in general.
Additionally, the deliberate inclusion of generalized media consumption of all types is
reflective of the author’s view that messages affecting consumer socialization may be

present in programming or content as well as traditional advertisements.

In summary, the relevant body of literature pertaining to consumer socialization -
while rich with descriptive detail, stage models, and explanations of basic media effects -
leaves room for further exploration of topics relating to the social context of consumer
learning. This area of study becomes even more salient in light of cultural changes such

as non-traditional family structures, increased media offerings, and technological
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advances that foster consumer learning in an environment unmediated by parents or other

responsible adults.

Motivation for Current Study

The final section of the literature review provides context for the motivation to
embark on a study of child-directed media consumption and consumer intelligence. To
summarize, it is known from the previous section that there exists little empirical research
on applied consumer knowledge among children — specifically in relation to pricing and
“real-world’ decision-making. Additionally, there are numerous calls for research into
social, cultural, and environmental factors affecting the consumer socialization process —
namely family structure, parental and peer influence, and media effects. The current
study strives to inform, at some level, on each of these topics. Furthermore, there are
even more calls for research on consumer socialization in light of cultural changes
affecting media consumption patterns and attitudes toward the media. Also driving the
current interest in media-related studies are topics of concerns such as rising materialism,
increased media access for children, and the rapid pace of technological change. It is
perhaps the rapid changes in technology, and the subsequent lag in empirical research,
that unite parents, teachers, researchers, and regulators in an ongoing effort to answer the

age-old question “how is all this affecting the children?”

As previously stated, a significant portion of the consumer socialization literature
is devoted to the understanding and effects of television advertising. At the end of her
review of 25 years of consumer research, Roedder John states that while television
advertising is of obvious importance to consumer socialization, much could be learned
from a better understanding of the subtle effects of content in both television and movies

(Roedder-John 1999) — mirroring a sentiment by O’Guinn previously discussed. A
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subsequent article reiterated the need to study media effects beyond television advertising
and put forth the requirement to include computers and new media, like the Internet, into
future studies (Wartella 2000). (Edwards, La Ferle et al. 1999). In the same article,
Wartella also concludes that further research is needed on the effects of media on
children in order to help shape future content. This call for research comes on the heels
of an essay which argues “there is far too little research on the effects of new types of
media programming and formats on children. In fact, the gap between the research base

and production and policy issues appears to be widening” (Wartella 1999).

The concern over media effects on children is a universal phenomenon, as

evidenced by the following excerpt from an Australian author.

...it could be argued that the carefully targeted advertising and images in
children's media amount to a child-focused Synopticon, where the ultimate in
children's culture is beamed via television across many a household, and via the
Internet in some others... many young vagabond children are very aware of what
it is necessary to consume in order to live the ultimate in Western tourist child
life, and many of these commodities are frustratingly beyond their reach.
(Ailwood 2000)

Postmodern theorists raise similar concerns about the effects of media images on
society as a whole — supporting earlier assertions by O’Guinn that television (rather than

actual experiences) may play an important role in shaping perceptions of social norms.

Postmodernism, at its core, is a critique of capitalism and the ideology of science
that produces the innovations and technologies that keep the capitalist engine
running. Advertising is critical to the process of commodification. Advertising
not only informs but stimulates market demand and in this way it expands
markets. Conversely advertising is only effective with extensive and high-
velocity markets with high-speed transportation and communication technologies
and infrastructures and with imaging technologies to visually represent
commodities to consumers. Under these conditions, advertising encourages the
selling of symbols, especially as basic needs are satisfied or it can encourage the
consumption of products that at one level meet basic needs but at a more symbolic
level communicate status, membership, and other culturally defined differences.
Postmodernists emphasize that humans have a fascination with images and as the
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number and quality of images increase, not only is culture increasingly a series of
visual images, but self and identity are increasingly defined in terms of media
images rather than real social situations. The act of advertising itself reduces
objects from their use value to their sign value - for as advertisements become
commaodities in and of themselves, image rather than information becomes the
content of the commaodity. (Allan 2000)

Finally, a recent article summarizes the current concern regarding the media as a

consumer socialization agent — not only for children in the United States, but around the

world.

Although we tend to believe that parents, friends, and schools are the main
socialization agents for teens, a simple look at the omnipresence of media suggest
that media are equally powerful socialization agents. There appears to be a
convergence of teen values and beliefs across cultures, forming what some are
calling a global teen consumer. Perhaps due to the ease of communication and
access to images via the Internet and satellite programming, teens appear, at least
on the surface, to be growing more similar. There is a growing debate in the
United States over what age is acceptable to target children and teens with
marketing communications. Increasingly in the United States we are seeing
marketers targeting children, claiming they are growing up faster and identifying
with being teens at a younger age than previous generations. Marketers are
breaking up teens into older teen (17-19), younger teens (10-16) and tweens - who
make up the early fringes of younger teens. According to a Nickelodeon
representative in the United States, "an 11 year-old today has the emotional
maturity of a 13 year-old 10 years ago”...products and brands help create an
image and self-identity and this is especially true among unsure and developing
adolescents. A positive outcome of consumption occurs when young people
consume various brands to help enter a role or maintain or enhance their current
self-images. Advertising and consumption are part of their daily lives, as normal
and familiar as eating and sleeping. Television is pervasive and whether teens are
consciously aware of it or not, they are bombarded by messages designed to
socialize them into becoming adult consumers. Socially and culturally,
advertising on television teaches teens about their place in the world and the adult
world they will soon enter. Many people believe that a global youth culture is on
the rise, whose values and beliefs transcend national boundaries with many of the
values being generated from American programming, products, and advertising.
(La Ferle, Li et al. 2001)
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CURRENT STUDY

Chapter 5 Hypotheses

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the current study - including
hypotheses, measures, and expected contributions. A subsequent chapter will discuss the

methodology in detail.

INTRODUCTION TO CURRENT STUDY

From the review of the literature, it is clear that there is broad concern regarding
the effects of media consumption among children in modern society. The current study is
intended to serve as a starting point for beginning to understand those effects in the area
of consumer intelligence. One significant potential contribution is a measure of child-
directed media consumption that could be applied to the study of media effects in other
domains. A similar potential contribution is the development of a measure for consumer
intelligence that could be helpful in identifying factors that impact the acquisition of

consumer skills and knowledge.

HYPOTHESES

The following hypotheses are presented as constructed from a summary of the
current literature. The hypotheses do not necessarily reflect the views of the author, but
rather stem from a desire to investigate the question of whether or not the media is
positively influencing children’s consumer intelligence. The main hypothesis for the

current study is:

H1: Children’s consumer intelligence scores will be higher for children engaging
in high levels of child-directed media consumption.
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This hypothesis reflects the view that the media is becoming an increasingly
important consumer socialization agent for children. Support for H1 would indicate that
media might have a positive influence on consumer socialization — lending support to the
widely held belief that children today are more consumer savvy than children of previous

generations — due, in large part, to media influences.

As the literature focuses a great deal on two agents of consumer socialization in
particular — television and parents, separate hypotheses are developed relating to their

effects in the context of the current study.

H2: Children’s consumer intelligence scores will be higher for children whose
parents have higher levels of influence on their media consumption.

H3: Children’s consumer intelligence scores will be higher for children who
consume proportionally more television programming in relation to their overall
media consumption.

H2 stems from previous works cited in the literature review that parents are
important socialization agents. Support for H2 would provide additional evidence of the
importance of parental involvement in consumer socialization. H3 reflects the view from
the literature that television and television advertising in particular are influential
socialization agents. Support for H3 would provide additional evidence of the important

role that television and its embedded advertising, has on consumer intelligence.
Again, the above hypotheses are reflective of broad societal views that media is

an increasingly important consumer socialization agent. The goal of this study is to begin

to build a base of empirically acquired knowledge addressing the underlying relationship.
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CONSTRUCT DEVELOPMENT

In order to begin to explore the relationship between child-directed media
consumption and consumer intelligence, an appropriate framework for measuring each
was developed. The following section presents the components of each of the key
constructs and a rationale for their inclusion. Specific data collection methods are

discussed in a subsequent chapter.

Measuring Consumer Intelligence

From the review of the literature we know that one of the main milestones in
consumer socialization is the ability to understand the purpose and intent of advertising
(i.e. (Rossiter and Robertson 1974; Ward, Wackman et al. 1977). For this reason, the
understanding of advertising becomes one of the four main components of consumer

intelligence — and the only measure deeply rooted in the literature.

The bulk of the consumer socialization literature supports the idea that
socialization may occur in stages that roughly follow Piaget’s stages of perceptual,
analytical, and reflective. As one of the goals of this paper is to provide a starting point
and measurement methodology to assess whether or not child-directed media
consumption influences the rate of learning of consumer concepts, it is necessary to step
back from the stage theory. Stage theory necessarily prohibits us from believing that
children are maturing as consumers faster than in the past - as there is no evidence that
children are maturing through Piaget’s stages faster. Instead, this study examines a
child’s practical, rather than cognitive ability to act as a consumer. Instead of measuring
what children have the capacity to do and understand - this study measures the child’s

actual knowledge and abilities relating to consumer behaviors.
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Beyond understanding the purpose and intent of advertising, the other proposed
components of consumer intelligence relate to the child’s knowledge of prices, ability to
understand the value of goods in relation to each other and the ability to reach a

satisfactory purchase decision (in a realistic “shopping” situation”).

As there are no previous studies looking at these particular dimensions as a
measure of consumer intelligence, it was decided that in the analysis, each component

would be treated as equally important.

In summary, children who have high consumer intelligence scores would have the
following component profile (relevant to the current sample):
e Knowledge of the persuasive nature of advertising coupled with the
understanding that some advertisers lie and some don’t
e Knowledge of prices of familiar consumer goods
e Ability to judge the relative value of goods or groups of goods

e Ability to reach a satisfactory purchase decision

Measuring Child-Directed Media Consumption
Like consumer intelligence, child-directed media consumption is a multi-
dimensional construct. It has previously been defined as:

Media consumption activities that are actively asked for, purposefully selected, or
independently accessed and consumed by the child.

From a review of the literature, mainly the comprehensive Kaiser Foundation
report Kids & Media @ the new millennium (Roberts, Foehr et al. 1999), three important

components of this measure are identified: media consumption, the media environment,
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and parental influence. As the current study endeavors to measure media beyond self-
reported exposure levels, a fourth dimension, media knowledge, is added. As there is
anecdotal evidence that children are exposed to and affected by media outside of their
home environment (and thus away from the control of their parents), the addition of the
media knowledge category serves to identify children who may not be highly exposed to

media, but may be still very aware of it and potentially influenced by it.

As there are no previous studies looking at these particular dimensions as a
measure of child-directed media consumption, it was decided that in the analysis, each

component would be treated as equally important.

In summary, children who have high levels of child-directed media consumption
would have the following component profile (relevant to the current sample):
e High overall levels of consumption
e Highly enriched media environment (more access to media choices)
e Low instance of parental influence on media choices

e High levels of media knowledge across multiple domains

This chapter presents the hypotheses for the following study as well as a high-
level framework for measuring the key constructs. The following chapter will present the
study methodology in detail — describing how the inputs for the above measures were

obtained and analyzed.
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Chapter 6 Methodology

The purpose of this chapter is to present the research methods employed in the
current study. First a brief review of the methodologies of similar studies will be

presented, followed by the details of the current study procedures.

BRIEF REVIEW OF METHODOLOGIES

In the past, several studies have looked at issues relating to the hypotheses
outlined in the previous chapter — many with a narrow focus on one or more of the
elements of the multi-dimensional constructs of consumer intelligence and child-directed

media consumption.

The most comprehensive study to date examining the media environment and
media usage among children was a Kaiser Family Foundation Report published in
November of 1999 (Roberts, Foehr et al. 1999). For this report, data was gathered from
two different nationally representative samples of 2,065 students in grades 3-12 and
1,090 children aged 2-7 years. Data for this report was gathered using several methods.
Children in grades 3-12 self-reported, through a survey, their media environment while
parents or caregivers of the children aged 2-7 completed the environmental survey for
their children. A subset of each group then completed media-use diaries over a one-week
period that served as verification and provided additional insight into specific
consumption patterns. For the younger children, where it was impossible to administer
questionnaires directly to children, parent-proxy interviews were used - leading the
authors to caution readers against direct comparisons between the responses of younger

children and those of the older children who were surveyed in a school setting.
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Another caveat related to conducting research related to children’s media
consumption is also articulated in the same report, Kids & Media @ the new millennium
(Roberts, Foehr et al. 1999) — this one also lending credence to the need for more

research relating to child-directed media consumption.

There is good reason to expect parental responses to be somewhat more
conservative than children’s responses. Parents frequently are not present when
their children are engaged in media activities, so they may be unaware of how
much of which media and what content their children consume under what
conditions. Moreover, in light of recent and ongoing public discussion of the role
of media in children’s lives, many parents may be inclined to give “socially
desirable” responses to some of the media questions. In short, parents may well
provide relatively conservative estimates of their young children’s media
behavior.

A similar study of children’s media use (Rideout, Vandewater et al. 2003), of
children aged 6 months to 6 years also used a survey of parents — this time over the

telephone — to obtain measures of their children’s media consumption habits.

While methods for obtaining media use data, as noted above, are fairly consistent,
methods for collecting data from children vary widely. In early consumer socialization
studies of an exploratory nature, it was common to use personal interviews (Ward,
Wackman et al. 1977). This method has gained in popularity again in recent years as
researchers begin to explore topics such as children’s relationships with their brands (i.e.,

(Ji 2002).

In the 1980s, there was a decided shift from the use of “traditional” interview
methods to the use of more non-verbal measures in collecting data from children. This
change reflected an effort to assess children’s knowledge, thoughts, and feelings
independent of the constraints on their ability to understand questions and communicate

verbally. These non-verbal methods often involved the construction of stimuli whereby
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children could point to or otherwise non-verbally indicate an answer or the use of non-
verbal scales such as smiling faces or other pictographs (Roedder, Sternthal et al. 1983).
Another method employed was to not “ask” the children anything, but rather observe
their behavior as they complete structured consumer tasks, such as making a decision
through the use of an information board (Klayman 1985; Davidson 1991; Gregan-Paxton
and Roedder John 1997). The use of improved non-verbal measures was called for by
Macklin (Macklin 1985) when “dealing with a subject population with limited language

facility”.

Finally, there have been a number of studies relating to children’s consumer
behavior that use indirect methods of assessing consumer knowledge and media effects.
In one study, Pine and Nash (Pine and Nash 2002) analyze letters written to Santa as a
measure of television advertising effects on young children. Other studies employ
various tactics - such as using proxies for money - in an effort to isolate study variables
and reduce error introduced by overly complex measures (Roedder-John and Lakshmi-

Ratan 1992).

SELECTION CRITERIA FOR STUDY METHODOLOGY

While many of the above creative methodologies were considered for the current
study, the complexity of the overall task — looking for a relationship between two multi-
dimensional constructs — calls for direct measurement approaches. As a result, no
proxies were employed and direct survey and interview methods were used exclusively.
The method employed in this study is reminiscent of those used in early consumer
socialization studies. This approach is appropriate as the nature of the current study is
similar to early exploratory studies that looked for relationships between the three

consumer socialization agents (parents, peers, and the media) and consumer skills in
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children. The current study revisits those issues in light of the current mass media

environment.

RESEARCH METHODS

The following sections detail the study methodology including sample selection,
data collection procedures, construction of composite measures, and analysis procedures.
In general, this study employs a mixed methodology - a combination of qualitative and
quantitative approaches. As this is a relationship study, causal linkages are not of
concern and therefore will not be addressed. The research protocol for this study was
approved by the University of Texas Institutional Research Board (IRB Protocol #2004-
04-0050).

Sample

This study employs a sample of seventy-seven (77) parent-child pairs. Subjects
were recruited using a convenience sample and through “snowballing”. Subjects were
purposefully recruited from middle to upper-middle income neighborhoods to minimize
SES variation. In terms of ethnicity of the children, 87% were Caucasian, 4% Asian, 4%
Hispanic or bi-racial Hispanic/Caucasian, 4% African-American or bi-racial African-
American/Caucasian and one subject was bi-racial Asian/African-American. Ethnicity of

the children was self-reported by their parents.

The sample contained 39 children in first grade and 38 children in fifth grade.
These age groups were selected based on a combination of prior research findings and the
nature of the study. In her comprehensive review of the consumer socialization literature,
Roedder John (Roedder-John 1999) proposed the following consumer socialization

stages: the perceptual stage (3-7 years), the analytical stage (7-11 years) and the reflective
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stage (11-16 years). The current study uses children at two transition points — one
between the perceptual and analytical stages (first graders) and one between the
analytical and reflective stages (fifth graders). By using children in transition, it was
believed that a wider range of responses would be captured. In addition, it was thought
that first graders would be the youngest possible subjects able to successfully complete
the 20-25 minute child interview / assessment. Finally, first graders, more than their
younger peers, are more likely to be subjected to media influences outside of their home
and again, provide for more variation in responses. Fifth graders were selected for
similar reasons — as they are more likely than their older peers (who are in middle school)

to still be under the influence of their parents.

Parents reported that 7 of the 77 children in the study (9%) spent a significant
amount of time at another residence. While it might be assumed that these children come
from families with divorced parents, comments made by these parents indicate that some
interpreted the question to mean a friend’s house or relative’s house where they are likely

to consume media.

In terms of gender, the sample consists 48 females and 25 males. The breakdown

by grade and gender is shown in Table 1.
Table 1

Sample by Gender and Grade

First Grade Fifth Grade
Boys 16 13
Girls 23 25

51



STUDY PROCEDURES

The study required the collection of two sets of data — a survey of the media
environment that was completed by a parent and a 20-25 minute interview with each
child. A single researcher (the author) conducted all of the interviews to ensure
consistency and completeness. For the most part, interviews took place in either the
researcher’s home or the child’s home — during which time parents completed their
survey. In some instances, where twins were involved, first graders were interviewed in
a group. In this scenario, the interviewer recorded all the responses separately and made
use of additional probes to ensure independent responses from each of the subjects. Steps
were taken to ensure that there was not any undue parental influence on children’s

responses.

A portion of the interviews occurred in a school environment, where the subjects
were recruited through the author’s personal relationship with the subject’s teacher — who
independently contacted parents. In some of these cases, due to time constraints on the
children, data for fifth graders was collected in a small group environment where the
subjects recorded their own responses to interview questions. In these instances, the
interviewer closely monitored the written responses to ensure consistency and
completeness. Where necessary, the interviewer helped record the respondent’s answers

when they were having difficulties expressing themselves.

As all of the younger children were volunteered by a parent who had some basic

knowledge of the study procedures, they were each willing to participate and able to

provide complete data sets.
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Parental Survey

Parents of children in the study were presented with a packet containing two
consent forms — one to sign, one to keep — and the survey to be completed. The data
collected from parents is divided into five categories: demographics; child’s media
consumption; child’s media environment; parent’s media permissiveness and conflict
over use and content; and consumer-related questions. The parental survey for first and
fifth graders is identical except for the section that addresses parental permissiveness. As
permissiveness is measured by what the parent will and will not allow the child to
consume, it was necessary to develop separate lists of media choices for each grade. A

complete copy of the parental survey(s) can be found in Appendix B.

Child Interview

As the vast majority of interviews were conducted one-on-one, the procedure
described will apply for that situation. It can be assumed that fifth graders who self-
reported (in group situations) were provided with a checklist or numbered blanks where
appropriate and first grade responses were recorded serially by the interviewer.
Wherever possible, children were screened or shielded to avoid influencing each other. It
is the belief of the interviewer that the group interview scenario compromised very few of
the responses. In those cases where a child’s response was clearly influenced (for
example, by a twin), a note was made at the time and that response was evaluated in light
of the influence. When it became apparent to the interviewer that a particular respondent
was easily influenced, the interviewer altered the procedure to make sure that particular

child was forced to respond independently on subsequent items.

The interviews were usually administered in a casual environment, often with the

interviewer and child sitting on the floor or at a kitchen table — in some cases siblings,
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friends, or parents were in close proximity. While it seems that the presence of others
might be cause for alarm when interviewing adults, the relaxed environment and tacit
support for the children seemed to put them at ease and help the flow of the interview.
While the interview was structured to last not more than 20 minutes, interviews often
took much longer as many of the children wanted to talk about their media experiences in
great detail. In general children thought the interview was “fun” and more than a few
asked if they could do it again. In some cases the interviewer had to administer the

interview to insistent siblings and friends that were not in the subject pool.

The data collected from children is divided into five categories: parental influence
on media choices (presence during viewing and conflict over use or content); media
knowledge (TV, video games, Internet, movies, music); pricing knowledge; ability to
judge relative value; and performance on a shopping/decision task. An outline of the

interview procedure is found in Appendix B.

All of the stimuli were informally pre-tested with children of varying ages (older,
younger, and in between) to ensure broad familiarity with stimuli among the sample. As
the stimuli encompasses a wide range of media, children known to have extensive

knowledge of each genre were sought out for pre-testing.

The interview began with the child telling the interviewer who they usually

watched TV with, played video games with, and watched movies or DVDs with.

Next, the child was presented with 5 note cards imprinted with well-known cable
and network channel logos. See Appendix B for the logos of the 5 channels. The
interviewer then read a list of 10 television shows and asked the child to point to the

network logo that they believe the show is broadcast on.
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The child was then shown a series of 8 images from video games on a laptop
computer screen — some from each of the three big gaming systems (Ninetndo, PS2, and
X-Box) and asked to recall the name of the game or character. The 8 video game images

can be found in Appendix B.

For the next exercise, the interviewer asked the child to name three movies and
then three musicians or songs. While the actual names of the movies and musicians were
recorded, the relevant data was whether or not the child could quickly come up some

names off the top of their head.

After recalling movies and musicians, the child was then shown a series a five
web pages on a laptop computer and asked two questions about each page. Images of the
web pages can be found in Appendix B. The first question asked them to describe what
they thought one could do on the page and the second, what would happen if a specific

action was taken. A brief narrative of each response was recorded.

The following questions addressed the purpose of advertising. Each child was
asked why they thought we had commercials on TV (or what the purpose of the
commercials was) and then was asked whether or not they thought what the commercials

were telling them was “true”.

The next three consumer-intelligence assessment tasks were administered in

varying  orders  dependent upon the specific interview  conditions.

In the pricing task, the child was presented with a series of familiar items on a
laptop computer and asked to say what they thought the item costs (in real dollars). Prior

to naming any prices, children were shown (on the screen) a bag of Skittles and told they
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cost $1 and a high-end Nintendo Game Boy and told it cost $100. Children in first grade
were asked to price 10 items and children in fifth grade 12 items. Each child was shown
the items in the same randomly generated order. See Appendix B for a list of all the
items and their prices by gender and grade. Images of the pricing stimuli can be found in
Appendix B as well. Eight of the items were common for all subjects — a bike helmet, a
box of Rice Krispies, a McDonald’s Happy Meal, a box of 24 Crayola crayons, a starter
deck of Yu-Gi-Oh cards, a bicycle, a DVD, and a Sorry brand board game. A unique list
of items for each gender/grade combination was created to ensure the child’s interest was
held throughout the interview process. For example, first graders were shown a picture
of a “Finding Nemo” DVD, while fifth graders were shown a “Harry Potter” DVD. Girls
were shown girl’s bikes and boys were shown boy’s bikes. The additional two items
priced by fifth graders involved a brand manipulation. Girls were asked to price three

brands of jeans, and boys, three types of basketball shirts.

In the relative value task, the child was shown a series of 6 pictures on the laptop
screen. Each child was shown the items in the same randomly generated order. Each
picture was divided in half so there was a left side and a right side. Each side contained
one or several of the items from the pricing task (including the Skittles and Gameboy for
which the prices were known). The child was asked to indicate which side they thought
was “worth more” or was more “valuable”. The child either pointed to their choice or
said “left” or “right”. In all cases, there was a minimum 30% price differential between
the items on each side. Images of the relative trade task stimuli, by gender and grade, can

be found in Appendix B.

Finally, each child was presented with 12 (or 14 for fifth graders) note cards
imprinted with the items they priced, plus the Skittles and Gameboy. The child was

asked to sort or rank the items in terms of how much they liked them. Most children
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sorted the cards into three categories — things they liked, things they didn’t like, and
things they didn’t care about. Some of the older children ranked all items sequentially.

The child was then asked to identify their favorite items.

The final consumer intelligence assessment walked the child through a simulated
shopping task. The child was told that they could select a single item (to keep) from one
of three “stores” that the interviewer would show them in a pre-determined order. The
rules were that if they selected something from the first store, they would not be shown
the other items and that if they passed on an item, they couldn’t go back to a store once
they left. After making an initial selection, the child was shown all of the items from all
of the stores and asked if they wanted to change their mind. Each child’s selections were
recorded as well as any comments made during the exercise. The data of interest is
whether or not the child could reach a satisfactory purchase decision. If they changed
their mind after seeing all the choices, it was noted whether they ended up selecting

something they had already seen and passed on or something not yet seen.

Each of the items in all of the stores cost about $1. One store contained gender
and age-appropriate stickers, one toys, and the third school supplies from the University

of Texas bookstore. A photo of the items can be found in Appendix B.

During the last part of the child interview, the initial plan was to go through the
final page of the parent survey orally with the child asking them what they thought their
parents would allow and what they were interested in. This task proved to be too time
consuming, so instead, children were briefly asked about several specific items, such as
“Lord of the Rings” for first graders, or R-rated movies for fifth graders to allow the
interviewer to gauge the level of permissiveness from the child’s perspective. Each child

was asked the final two questions of the parent survey dealing with conflict over media
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content and amount of time spent using media. Children were verbally asked whether

there was conflict “a lot”, “sometimes”, or “hardly ever”/ “never” for each of these items.
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Chapter 7 Construct Measurements

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the method used for coding and
analyzing the data collected as well as the analyses used to test the hypotheses. The
following sections describe how the data from the parent survey and child interview were
combined and compiled to yield a single consumer intelligence score and measure of

self-directed media consumption for each child.

DEVELOPMENT OF A CONSUMER INTELLIGENCE SCORE

As previously stated, the four components of consumer intelligence are:

e Knowledge of the persuasive nature of advertising coupled with the
understanding that some advertisers lie and some don’t

e Knowledge of prices of familiar consumer goods

e Ability to judge the relative value goods or groups of goods

e Ability to reach a satisfactory purchase decision
As a result, four variables representing each of the components were created.
These four variables were then summed with equal weighting to create a single consumer
intelligence score. All variables are ordinal. Those variables are:

PRICEP - representing the child’s performance on the pricing task

TRADEP - representing the child’s performance on the relative value task
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ADVSC - representing the child’s knowledge of the purpose and intent of

advertising

SHOPSC - representing the child’s performance on the shopping task

All of the data for these variables was collected from the child during the

interview.

Each of the four variables was scaled to have a minimum value of 0 and a

maximum value of 10 (0-10).

The consumer intelligence score is represented by the variable TOTCI. TOTCI

has a possible range of values from 0-40.

TOTCI = PRICEP + TRADEP + ADVSC + SHOPSC

As both the first and fifth graders were assessed using the same procedure, all of

the scores exist on the same continuum and are able to be compared.

The following section describes how the value for each of the consumer
intelligence component variables was determined. Due to the varied nature of the
questions and assessment vehicles, some components represent computed quantitative

values while other values are assigned through a coding scheme.

Pricing Performance Variable

PRICEP, the child’s performance on the pricing task was arrived at by summing

up the number of items (out of 10) that the child correctly priced within 50% of the actual
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price (absolute value of the percent difference). For the fifth graders, who priced twelve
items, two of the branded products were not counted. The highest and lowest priced
branded jeans and basketball shirts were not tallied for PRICEP. Tallying correct prices
within 75% and 100% of the actual price was also considered but using 50% as a
benchmark provided more discrimination across all subjects. The 50% cut-off was
consistently applied across the entire data set, with any computed responses in excess of
50% difference being counted as incorrect. The data for the pricing variable, by subject,
is presented in Appendix C. As the first and fifth grade pricing stimuli had eight (8)
items in common, it is possible to compare performance between the groups for this

variable. A summary of group averages, by item, is presented in Table X.

Table 2

Group Averages for Pricing Performance Variable

Group Averages by Item

Bike Sorry | Yu-Gi- Video Happy

Group | Bike | Cereal | Crayons | oot | Game |oh cards Meal

1Boys | 174.6% | 148.1% | 575.9% | 79.7% | 71.9% | 104.3% | 89.6% | 169%**

1Girls | 141.5% | 139.1% | 382.3% | 72.6% | 72.2% | 54.9% | 55.2% | 221%

5Boys | 54.0% | 71.6% | 65.7% | 101.2% | 48.0% | 280.2% | 41.6% 34%

S5Girls | 73%* | 43.3% | 47.7% | 146.2% | 38.0% | 92.4% | 51.0% 43%

Grade 1 | 155.5% | 142.9% | 463.8% | 75.6% | 72.1% | 76.3% | 69.7% | 200%

Grade5| 66.9% | 53.0% | 53.7% | 134.3% | 40.4% | 153.2% | 47.7% 40%

* = 286% with all subjects, subject #14 was excluded due to excessive error
** = 353% with all subjects, subject #50 was excluded due to excessive error
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A t-test comparing overall group mean differences in PRICEP (for all ten items)
shows a significant difference in this variable between first and fifth graders. (Standard
levels of significance are applied at the p < .05 level.)

The average for first graders is 3.5, for fifth graders 5.6 (on a scale of 0-10).
First graders outperformed fifth graders for two items — the bike helmet and the Yu-Gi-

Oh cards.

Relevant Value Performance Variable

TRADEP, the child’s performance on the relative value task was arrived at by
summing up the number of times the child correctly selected the more valuable of the
groups of items (out of 6) and then scaling that number to range from 0 —10. The data for
the relevant value task, by subject, is presented in Appendix C. As dissimilar stimuli
were used for each gender/grade combination, it is not possible to do a direct set-by-set

performance comparison. A summary of group averages is presented in Table X.

Table 3

Group Averages for Relevant Value Task

Average
Count | TradeP
Correct | (scaled)
1 Boys 2.00 3.33
1 Girls 3.22 5.36
5 Boys 3.00 5.00
5 Girls 3.56 5.93

Group

Grade 1 2.72 453
Grade 5 3.37 5.61
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A t-test comparing overall group mean differences for TRADEP shows a
significant difference in this variable between first and fifth graders, with the fifth graders

scoring higher. (Standard levels of significance are applied at the p < .05 level.)

Knowledge of Advertising Variable

ADVSC, the measure of the child’s knowledge of the intent and purpose, was
arrived at by coding the child’s responses to each part of Question 9 from the child
interview. Each part of the response was assigned 0-5 points and then the results from

each part were summed for a total ADVSC score.

Codes (points) for the question pertaining to the purpose of advertising:

0 — no answer or an answer of “l have no idea”

1 — answer relating to someone needing a break

“[actors] can go over their lines, take a break”

“so we can get away from the TV and use the bathroom”
2 — answer relating to the helpful nature of advertising

“to help us”

3 —answers mentioning the informative or entertainment value of commercials

S0 you get new movies, to tell you movies and new shows”

4 — answers mentioning the advertisers desire to sell or get money
“raise money”

“for information and so people can make money”
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5 — answers mentioning the persuasive nature of advertising
“to try to get you to buy a product”

“to tell people this is a good thing to use”

The use of a progressive coding scheme related to the purpose of advertising is a
change from previous works where knowledge of the purpose of advertising has been a
binary function (yes/no). This progressive coding scheme was developed to incorporate
the idea that children can and do grow in their understanding of advertising. The codes
reflect a progression of thought from no thought, to the notion of advertising serving
some purpose, to the ultimate understanding of what that purpose is — following a
continuum of more sophisticated understanding. To compare this data to previous
findings, it is necessary to count all answers for 0-4 as “not understanding the purpose of
advertising” and all of the 5’s as “understanding the persuasive nature of advertising” —
although some researchers may lean toward coding 4’s (in the current scheme) as

“understanding”. Table X presents the tallies for, by gender and grade, for each of the

codes.
Table 4

Tallies for Purpose of Advertising Scores

Purpose Scores
Code O | Codel | Code2 | Code3 | Code4 | Code5
1 Boys 5 6 1 2 1 1
1 Girls 6 8 2 4 1 2
Total 1 11 14 3 6 2 3
5 Boys 0 1 0 8 1 3
5 Girls 0 0 0 6 3 16
Total 5 0 1 0 14 4 19
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Codes (points) pertaining to the question of whether or not what advertisers say is

true:

0 - no answer or an answer of “l have no idea”

1 _ uyesn

2 —*“no” — with no explanation as to why they are not true

“no, not all true because they don’t look true”

3 -"no” - with any explanation as to why they are all not true or “yes and no”
with no explanation at all

“no, some are and they say it”
“true and false”

“no, Mickey Mouse isn’t true — it’s someone dressed up in a costume”

4 —*“no” — with a plausible explanation or “yes and no” with any explanation

“no, really big smiles means they are faking, they are so happy they are
going to get money”

“sometimes, | learned from Sponge Bob it may be attraction only”

5 — “sometimes” with a plausible explanation

“sometimes but most not - seen at store or from friends that it’s not true -
doesn't work like it should - Marvin's magic drawing board - wouldn't
move the stuff”

“some not true - glad trash bags wouldn't break that easy - Hefty trash
bags shows Glad bags broke — then someone steals hefty bag”
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Data for this variable was coded first by the author and then independently by a
second coder, using the above code descriptions. Initial inter-rater agreement was 81%
overall for both th