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Abstract Children’s relationship with media and consumer culture has been the
focus of increasing attention and debate over the past decade. Children have become
more and more important both as a market in their own right and as a means to reach
adult markets; while growing numbers of commentators have criticised the apparent
“commercialisation” of childhood, calling for tighter regulation of marketing to children.
This article seeks to challenge the terms in which the social issue of children’s consumption
is typically framed and understood, and the sentimental views of childhood that tend
to inform the debate. It argues that we need a broader view of commercial activity,
which goes beyond advertising or marketing; and that we need to understand children’s
consumgption in relation to the consumption of parents, and indeed of the wider society. It
pays particular attention to the changing role of media in this respect, challenging some
of the more optimistic accounts of young people’s uses of digital media, and considering
the commercial dimensions of forms such as social networking and mobile technologies.
Finally, it argues that we need to look beyond familiar dichotomies between structure and
agency that continue to characterise both public and academic debate in this area.
Keywords: Childhood. Consumption. Marketing. Commercialisation. Media.

Resumo O relacionamento das criancas com a midia e com a cultura do
consumidor vem se tornando, nesta iltima década, um foco de atencdo e de debate.
As criangas ganharam mais e mais importdncia ndo apenas como um mercado em
si, mas também como um meio de atingir os mercados dos adultos; e em paralelo,
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um nidmero crescente de comentadores critica a aparente “comercializagdo” da
infancia, demandando uma mais rigida regulamentagdo do marketing direcionado
as criangas. Lste estudo busca contestar os termos em que a questdo social do
consumo das criangas é tipicamente apresentada e compreendida, e a visdo
sentimental da infdncia que tende a informar esse debate. Este estudo argumenta
que precisamos ter uma visdo mais ampla da atividade comercial, indo para além
da propaganda ou do marketing; e que precisamos entender o consumo infantil em

q

relagdo ao consumo dos pais, e também da sociedade em um dmbito maior. No
tocante a este aspecto, este estudo destaca especialmente o papel da midia, que estd
sempre mudando, e contesta alguns dos relatos mais otimistas sobre o uso da midia
digital pelos jovens, além de considerar as dimensées comerciais de formas tais como
as redes sociais (social networking) e as tecnologias méveis. Finalmente, argumenta
que precisamos olhar para além das conhecidas dicotomias entre estrutura e atuagdo
que ainda caracterizam o debate puiblico e académico nesta drea.

Palavras-chave: Infancia. Consumo. Marketing. Comercializagdo. Midia.

Resumen La relacién de los nifios con los medios de comunicacién y con la cultura
del consumidor se estd convirtiendo, en la iltima década, en un foco de atencion y de
debate. Los nifios han adquirido cada vez mds importancia no solo como constituyentes
de un mercado en s, sino también como medio de alcanzar los mercados de los

adultos; paralelamente, un creciente niimero de observadores critica la aparente
“comercializacion” de la infancia, demandando una reglamentacion mds rigida del
marketing dirigido a los nifios. Este estudio pretende contestar los términos en que la
cuestion social del consumo en la infancia se presenta y comprende tipicamente, y la
visién sentimental de la infancia que tiende a informar ese debate. Ademds, argumenta
la necesidad de una vision mds amplia de la actividad comercial, que vaya mds alld

de la propaganda o del marketing; y de entender el consumo infantil en relacién al
consumo de los padres, y también de la sociedad en un dmbito mayor. En lo que toca

a este aspecto, este trabajo destaca especialmente el papel de los medios, siempre
cambiante, y responde a algunos de los relatos mds optimistas sobre el uso de los medios
digitales por los jévenes, ademds de considerar las dimensiones comerciales de formas
tales como las redes sociales (social networking) y las tecnologias méviles. Finalmente,
argumenta la necesidad de ver mds alld de las conocidas dicotomias entre estructura y
actuacion, que siguen caracterizando el debate piiblico y académico en esta drea.
Palabras-clave: Infancia. Consumo. Marketing. Comercializacién. Medios

de comunicacion.
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Commercial marketing to children is by no means a new phenomenon.
Indeed, historical studies show that children have been a key focus of in-
terest at least since the inception of modern mass marketing (e.g. Cook,
2004; Cross, 1997; Denisoff, 2008; Jacobson, 2004). Nevertheless, in re-
cent years children have become increasingly important both as a mar-
ket in their own right and as a means to reach adult markets. Marketers
are targeting children more directly and at an ever-younger age; and they
are using a much wider range of techniques that go well beyond conven-
tional advertising.

Marketers often claim that children are becoming ‘empowered” in
this new commercial environment: the market is seen to be responding
to needs and desires on the part of children that have hitherto been large-
ly ignored or marginalised, not least because of the social dominance
of adults. However, critics have expressed growing concern about the
apparent ‘commercialisation” of childhood. Popular publications, press
reports and campaigns have addressed what are seen to be the damag-
ing effects of commercial influences on children’s physical and mental
health. Far from being ‘empowered’, children are typically seen here as
victims of a powerful, highly manipulative form of consumer culture
that is almost impossible for them to escape or resist.

In this article, I argue that we need to look beyond this rather polar-
ized debate. There are two main reasons for this. Firstly, I suggest that
the terms of the debate itself are limited and problematic, in ways that
reflect continuing difficulties in our conceptions of childhood. The de-
bate about children’s consumption rehearses binary views of childhood
and conflates important conceptual distinctions that need to be main-
tained. Secondly, I argue that these views of children as consumers fail
to address the ways in which consumer culture itself is currently devel-
oping and changing. I argue that the more ubiquitous and ‘participatory’
techniques that are now being used by commercial companies reflect a
new construction of the child consumer. This new construction in turn
requires us to rethink the terms of the debate, and some of the basic as-
sumptions of consumer culture theory.
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46 RETHINKING THE CHILD CONSUMER

Constructing the child consumer:
critics, marketers and academic theorists

In the wake of Naomi Klein’s influential No Logo (2001), there has been
a flurry of popular critical publications about children and consumer cul-
ture: prominent examples include Juliet Schor’s Born to Buy (2004), Su-
san Linn’s Consuming Children (2004) and Ed Mayo and Agnes Nairn’s
Consumer Kids (2009). Other popular books in this vein include discus-
sions of children’s consumption alongside broader arguments about the
apparent demise of traditional notions of childhood — as in the case of
Sue Palmer’s Toxic Childhood (2006) or Richard Layard and Judy Dunn’s
A Good Childhood (2009). The arguments in these publications are, by
and large, far from new. One can look back to similar arguments being
made in the 1970s, for example by groups like Action for Children’s Tele-
vision in the United States (Hendershot, 1998); or to announcements
of the ‘death of childhood” that have regularly recurred throughout the
past two centuries (e.g. Postman, 1983). Even so, there now seems to be
a renewed sense of urgency in these claims.

Such books typically presume that children used to live in an es-
sentially non-commercial world, or a kind of idyllic ‘golden age’. Many
of them link the issue of consumerism with other well-known concerns
about media and childhood: as well as turning children into premature
consumers, the media are accused of promoting sex and violence, obe-
sity, drugs and alcohol, gender stereotypes and false values, and taking
children away from other activities that are deemed to be more worth-
while. Of course, this is a familiar litany, which tends to conflate very
different kinds of effects and influences. It constructs the child as inno-
cent, helpless, and unable to resist the power of the media. These texts
describe children as being bombarded, assaulted, barraged, even sub-
jected to ‘saturation bombing’ by the media: they are being seduced, ma-
nipulated, exploited, brainwashed, programmed and branded. And the
predictable solution here is for parents to engage in counter-propaganda,
to censor their children’s use of media, or simply keep them locked away
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from corrupting commercial influences. These books rarely include the
voices of children, or try to take account of their perspectives: this is es-
sentially a discourse generated by parents on behalf of children.

Meanwhile, there has been a parallel growth in marketing dis-
course specifically focused on children. Again, there is a long history
of this kind of material. As Dan Cook (2004) and Lisa Jacobson (2004)
have shown, the early decades of the twentieth century saw marketers
increasingly addressing children directly, rather than their parents. In
the process, they made efforts to understand the child’s perspective,
and began to construct the child as a kind of authority, not least by
means of market research. In recent years, however, this kind of mar-
keting discourse has proliferated, most notably in relation to the newly-
identified category of the ‘tween’. More recent examples would include
Gene del Vecchio’s Creating Ever Cool (1997) and Anne Sutherland
and Beth Thompson’s Kidfluence (2003); although perhaps the most
influential account is Martin Lindstrom’s Brandchild (2003), which is
the basis of a major consultancy business that has effectively become a
brand in its own right.

The most striking contrast between these accounts and those of
the critics of consumer culture is the very different construction of the
child consumer. The child is seen here as sophisticated, demanding
and hard-to-please. Tweens, we are told, are not easily manipulated:
they are an elusive, even fickle market, sceptical about the claims of
advertisers, and discerning when it comes to getting value for money
- and they need considerable effort to understand and to capture. Of
course, given the political pressure that currently surrounds the issue
of marketing to children (most notably around so-called ‘junk food’),
marketers are bound to argue that advertising has very little effect, and
that children are ‘wise consumers’. Yet this idea of the child as sover-
eign consumer often elides with the idea of the child as a citizen, or
an autonomous social actor, and with the notion of children’s rights;
and it is often accompanied by a kind of ‘anti-adultism” — an approach
that is very apparent, for example, in the marketing of the global chil-
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48 RETHINKING THE CHILD CONSUMER

dren’s television channel Nickelodeon (Banet-Weiser, 2007; Hender-
shot, 2004). To use one of Nickelodeon’s key marketing slogans, in the
new world of children’s consumer culture, kids rule.

These contrasting views of consumption are also played out in aca-
demic theories and debates. On the one hand, we have accounts that
see consumption as a kind of betrayal of fundamental human values.
From this point of view, the pleasure of consumption is something to
be suspected, a matter of inauthentic, short-term gratification — unlike
the apparently authentic pleasures of human interaction, true culture,
or spontaneous feeling. This argument stands in a long tradition of criti-
cal theory, from Adorno and Marcuse (and indeed more conservative
critics like F.R. Leavis and Ortega y Gasset) through to contemporary
authors such as Zygmunt Bauman (2007) and Benjamin Barber (2007).
For such critics it is generally other people’s consumption that is regarded
as problematic: the argument is informed by a kind of elitism, whereby
largely white, male, middle-class critics have stigmatized the consump-
tion practices of others — women, the working classes and now children
(Seiter, 1993).

On the other hand, there are accounts that emphasise the agency
of consumers — that is, their ability to define their own meanings and
pleasures, and to exercise power and control. Such accounts were par-
ticularly prominent in ‘postmodernist’ Cultural Studies at the beginning
of the 1990s (e.g. Fiske, 1990, Featherstone, 1991), although they have
arguably resurfaced with some more celebratory accounts of fandom and
so-called ‘participatory culture” (Jenkins, 2006). Far from being passive
dupes of the market, consumers are regarded here as active and autono-
mous; and commodities are seen to have multiple possible meanings,
which consumers can select, use and rework for their own purposes.
In appropriating the ‘symbolic resources’ they find in the marketplace,
consumers are engaging in a productive and self-conscious process of
creating an individual ‘lifestyle” and constructing or ‘fashioning’ their
identities. In the process, they are seen to be evading or resisting the
control of what Fiske (1990) calls ‘the power bloc’.
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[ have admittedly sketched these debates in somewhat stark and ex-
aggerated terms here. Nevertheless, there is a clear polarization in ac-
counts of consumer culture — and specifically of children as consumers
— that replays a much wider polarization within the human sciences more
broadly, between structure and agency. In relation to children, this typi-
cally results in a stand-off between two diametrically opposed views of
children: the child as innocent victim versus the child as competent social
actor. On the one hand, we have the call to protect children from exploi-
tation and manipulation; and on the other, the call to extend their rights
to self-determination and autonomy. In relation to children’s consump-
tion, this leads to a series of binary oppositions that tend to dominate the
debate. Are children active or passive consumers? Are they knowledge-
able or innocent, competent or incompetent, powerful or powerless?

Later in this chapter, I will discuss some of the more theoretical
problems with this debate, and point to some possible means of moving
beyond what has become a kind of conceptual impasse. First of all, how-
ever, | want to describe some of the ways in which the children’s market
itself is changing. In my view, these changes represent a different way
of conceiving of, or constructing, the child consumer; and this in turn
means that we need to develop different theories and methodologies for
research. New developments in the children’s market, new techniques
and marketing strategies, and new discourses about the child consumer,
seem to make redundant the binary oppositions I have outlined above,

and require us to ask some new questions.

Children: a growing but uncertain market

Estimates of the size of the children’s market are somewhat variable, and
occasionally seem quite hyperbolic. Child marketing guru Martin Lind-
strom (2003), for instance, suggests that children aged 8-14 in the United
States spend around $150 billion annually, ‘control” another $150 billion
of their parents’ money, and influence family spending of up to $600
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50 RETHINKING THE CHILD CONSUMER

billion a year. He asserts that children may be responsible for almost two
trillion dollars of annual global expenditure. Figures for Europe tend
to be more modest. In the UK, one annual survey of children’s pocket
money suggests that children aged 7-16 receive an average of €35 per
month, making a total of almost €80 million — a figure that has increased
by 600% over the past 20 years (HBOS 2007). The cost of bringing up a
child from birth to the age of 21 is estimated to be in excess of €220,000,
a figure that is rising significantly faster than inflation (Liverpool Victo-
ria Friendly Society, 2010).

From a marketing perspective, children are generally seen to play
three main roles. They are an increasingly significant market in their
own right, through spending their own disposable income, gained from
gifts and part-time work as well as regular allowances. However, they
are also an important means of reaching adults: the influence that chil-
dren exert on adults’ purchases is more economically significant than
what they buy themselves, and can include choices of holidays, cars, new
technology and other expensive goods. Thirdly, they are seen as a future
market — a ‘market potential” - with whom companies wish to establish
relationships and loyalties that they hope will be carried through into
adulthood (McNeal, 1999).

Nevertheless, the children’s market is significantly more volatile and
uncertain than adult markets. The failure rate for new products is much
higher here than in the adult market (McNeal, 1999); and while enor-
mous amounts of money can undoubtedly be made from successful
brands and product ranges, there is also a high degree of risk. The history
of children’s ‘crazes’ (such as Pokemon or Ninja Turtles) shows recurring
patterns of rise and fall, which companies have significant difficulties in
predicting or managing (Tobin, 2004). At the peak of a craze, desper-
ate parents may queue for hours in toyshops to buy scarce merchandise;
while a few months down the line, vast quantities of the same goods may
be on their way to landfill. Even very well-established brands are not im-
mune from competitive challenge, as the ‘doll wars’ between Barbie and
the Bratz range have recently shown (Clark, 2007).
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One approach that marketers have used in attempting to manage risk
in the children’s market is segmentation — although it is an approach that
has some ambivalent consequences. On the one hand, segmentation
provides a means for marketers to manage risk — to know and perhaps
exercise greater control over potential markets; but the more segmented
markets are, the smaller they become. The logic then points towards
globalization: smaller national markets can be amassed into much larger
markets if they are targeted on a global scale — although this in turn re-
quires products to be produced for global rather than national consump-
tion, which itself requires difficult calculations about cultural specificity
(Buckingham, 2007).

Thus, gender differentiation is a key factor, particularly for young-
er children, where the market is heavily polarized into ‘pink and blue’.
There are significant risks for marketers here in trying to cross the line,
in order to appeal to both groups. It used to be the received wisdom
among marketers that the way to succeed was to appeal to boys first —
girls were quite likely to buy boy-oriented products, although boys were
less comfortable with products they perceived as too ‘girly” (Schneider,
1987). More recent analyses of contemporary toy advertising would sug-
gest that this polarization has been maintained (Griffiths, 2002); and
some products (and indeed entire television channels) are sometimes
developed in distinct ‘boy” and ‘girl” versions. Yet while critics argue that
the market actively produces or at least reinforces these gender distinc-
tions and identities, it would clearly be in the commercial interest of
marketers to minimize such differences (and hence to maximize the size
of the market) rather than to accentuate them.

Likewise, age differences are also highly significant, but complex to
manage. Dividing children into a series of niche markets defined by age
means that new products can be sold at different stages, while others are
cast off or ‘outgrown’; and the history of children’s marketing has seen
the ongoing construction of new age-defined categories such as ‘tod-
dlers’, ‘teenagers’, and most recently ‘tweens” (Cook, 2004). Yet children
do not always ‘act their age’. While younger children may well aspire
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to consume products that appear to be designed for those who are old-
er than them, older children are unlikely to wish to be associated with
items that are seen as too ‘childish’. Commercial goods serve as power-
ful but often very ambivalent markers of ‘age identities” — although here
again, it is often very difficult for marketers to manage and control the
meanings that children produce.

New marketing techniques

Another way in which marketers have sought to manage risk in the chil-
dren’s market is through the use of new media and new techniques.
Pre-eminent amongst these has been the rise of integrated, cross-media
marketing — sometimes variously termed 360 degree marketing’ or ‘syner-
gistic marketing’. This practice has been especially apparent in most of the
leading children’s ‘crazes’ and product ranges of the past thirty years: exam-
ples of current successes would include Disney’s High School Musical and
Hannah Montana and Warner Brothers” Harry Potter, as well as franchised
characters aimed at younger children such as Bob the Builder and Thomas
the Tank Engine. In each case, the core text or product provides the basis
for an ever-expanding range of ancillary products and merchandise.

Of course, this is far from being a recent development. Disney is the
best-known example of this phenomenon: right from the early days of the
Mickey Mouse clubs (which began in cinemas in the 1930s, and came
to television in the mid-1950s), merchandising has been an indispensible
aspect of the enterprise, and has even sometimes served to keep the me-
dia production operation afloat (see Bryman, 1995; de Cordova, 1994;
Wasko, 2001). Yet following the advent of so-called ‘program-length
commercials’ on US television in the late 1970s — cartoons produced
or commissioned by toy companies as ‘shop windows’ for their products
— media and merchandising have become inextricably connected. The
presence of such branded merchandise in so many media and market
sectors — including not just toys, but also clothing, food, gifts and other
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‘virtuous circle” of ubiquitous mutual promotion.

In this context, traditional advertising (for example on television or in
print media) is gradually becoming redundant — and indeed goods such
as Pokemon products were never advertised as such. Traditional advertis-
ing is now in decline, and an increasing proportion of marketing budgets
is now spent on other forms of promotion, public relations and branding.
Marketers are also developing a range of new techniques, many of which
are particularly prevalent in the children’s and youth markets (see Mont-
gomery, 2007). These include the following:

®  Product placement: not in itself a new strategy, but nevertheless a
practice that is becoming more widespread in a range of media, and
has recently been legalized at a European level (albeit not in chil-
dren’s programmes);

®  Other methods of embedding commercial messages, for example
through the use of advertising in computer sports games or online
social worlds;

®  Advergaming, whereby players are involved in games (most obviously on
company websites) using commercial or branded imagery or content;

®  Viral marketing, whereby commercial messages (in the form of e-mails
or SMS texts or images) are forwarded from one user to another;

®  Tmmersive’ marketing and the gathering of personal data in online
social worlds, both subscription sites and ‘free” branded ones;

B Social networking - in particular, the use of ‘applications’ that involve
users in competitions featuring branded products and services, the
use of branded materials (such as ‘skins’ or backgrounds), and the
ways in which users are invited to define and construct their personal
profiles in terms of preferences for consumer goods;

®  Sponsorship: again, a well-established strategy but one that ap-
pears to be becoming more widespread, not least as part of the
wider privatization of public institutions, events and services (for

instance in education);
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B Peer-to-peer marketing, whereby opinion leaders are recruited and
paid as ‘brand champions’ or ‘ambassadors’ who will actively display
and advocate the use of particular products within their contact group
(the ubiquitous display of logos on branded clothing might be seen as
a ‘softer’ form of this practice);

® The commercial cultivation of forms of ‘fan culture’” that involve
collecting commodities (often those with a marketinduced ‘rarity’
value), or creating forms of fan ‘art’ (for example, creating and circu-
lating re-edited video material);

®  So-called user-generated content, in which companies recruit consum-
ers to create blogs or online videos (or alternatively masquerade as ordi-
nary consumers to do so) promoting particular brands or products.

These new techniques are fairly diverse, and some may ultimate-
ly prove much more successtul than others — although the expendi-
ture on such approaches is undoubtedly increasing quite significantly
at present. However, they have certain qualities in common. For the
most part, they are about branding — creating a set of values or emo-
tions associated with the brand - rather than the marketing of specific
products. Many of them depend to a large extent on the use of digi-
tal media, with its immediacy of access, its networking capacity, and
its apparent ‘youth” appeal, as well as its capacity for surveillance of
consumer behaviour. Many are ‘personalised’, in the sense that they
seem to appeal and respond to the individual’s wants and needs, rather
than addressing them as a member of a mass market. They are often
deceptive or ‘stealthy’, in the sense that their persuasive intentions are
not made apparent — for example through commercial messages being
embedded in other content, rather than clearly identifiable, as is the
case with television commercials or banner advertising online. Finally,
many of them are ‘participatory’ or ‘interactive’, in that they require the
positive engagement of the consumer, who may be called upon to en-
gage actively with the communication, to pass it on to others, or even
to help create the message.
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In all these respects, these new techniques reflect much broader
trends in contemporary consumer culture, which apply to adults as well
as children. Rather than adopting aggressive ‘hard sell’ techniques, mar-
keters increasingly have to take account of consumers’ scepticism and
potential resistance. The consumer is defined and addressed, not as vul-
nerable and open to manipulation, but as ‘savvy’, sophisticated and dis-
criminating. Again, there is a long history of this approach, dating back
at least to the late 1950s (see Frank, 1997), but it has become increasingly
de rigueur in the business. The aim here is not so much to sell specific
products but rather to engage with consumers’ sense of personal agency,
and to create more intense forms of intimacy and ‘bonding’ in the rela-
tions between consumers and brands (Arvidsson, 2006).

Knowing consumers?

The increasing risks and uncertainties of the children’s market also place
a new premium on knowledge. Marketers can never be sure that they
can fully know’ children or predict their behaviour. As a result, a thriv-
ing research business has grown up around the children’s market, which
now seeks to access children’s perspectives directly, rather than merely
those of their parents. These ‘commercial epistemologies’ (Cook, 2000)
often draw on the creative and ethnographic tools for accessing children’s
‘voice” developed within academic disciplines such as anthropology and
Cultural Studies. For instance, researchers may visit children repeatedly
in their homes, spending extended periods with them in their most pri-
vate spaces, such as bedrooms and bathrooms. They film children playing
with toys and engaged in other mundane tasks such as eating, using these
methods because interviews do not always reveal behaviour which chil-
dren are reluctant to admit (such as playing with toys they claim to have
grown out of). In this way, researchers access new information that can
be used commercially: for instance, seeing children playing with empty

bubble bath containers inspired the redesign of packaging (Schor, 2004).
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Likewise, in the practice known as ‘cool hunting’, young people may
be recruited as ‘consultants’ to supply their own views on products and
advertisements, or employed to track trends among their peer groups.
For example, Dubit, a UK-based youth research company, has a website
aimed at young people that pays them to answer surveys about new ad
campaigns, technologies or products, alongside chat and games. Digital
media also provide new means of gathering and accessing data about
consumer behaviour. The practice of ‘data mining involves the gather-
ing, aggregation and analysis of data about consumers, either based on
their responses to online requests or questionnaires or (more covertly)
through the use of ‘cookies’ that track their movements online. Such
practices are widely used in social networking sites and online worlds,
not only in online shopping or commercially branded sites. In these
ways, the media that are often celebrated for their ability to ‘empower’
consumers also provide powerful means of surveillance.

Companies operating in this market typically claim to offer privi-
leged insights into the views and perspectives of young people. Their
research is often aligned with the rhetoric of ‘empowerment” identified
above: young people are frequently described as self-determining, auton-
omous and innately ‘savvy” in their dealings with the commercial world.
Children, we are told, want to be in control, to be ‘listened to, heard,
respected and understood’: they must not be patronized. They can rec-
ognise when advertisers are trying to manipulate them; and while they
are quick to adopt new trends, they are also quick to move on. As such,
they are extremely powerful and influential consumers: ‘they get what
they want when they want it” (Sutherland and Thompson, 2001). This
new rhetoric of the competent child consumer is also aligned with a fa-
miliar discourse about young people and technology. Children are rep-
resented as ‘digital natives’, who are ‘born with a mouse in their hands’,
as Lindstrom (2003) puts it. As such, they can best be reached through
the kinds of ‘participatory’ techniques I have identified above. While
campaigners frequently express alarm about the deceptive and invasive
nature of such approaches, for marketers they are a means to empower-
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ment: they provide children with the means to register their needs, find
their voices, build their self-esteem, define their own values, and develop
independence and autonomy.

Yet while their methods and discourses might appear relatively in-
novative, the theories on which such companies draw to explain young
people are often much more traditional: Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’
and Piagetian developmental psychology are frequently cited, along with
pop psychology and simplistic theories of generational change. For all
the emphasis on novelty, marketers are also advised to address needs that
are seen as somehow timeless and innate — needs for mastery, stability,
fantasy, romance and rebellion, and so on. Children at different ages are
seen to be ‘looking for an identity’, seeking ‘to identify with a role model’,
beginning ‘to develop and understand their personal power in the world’
or seeking ‘power, freedom, fun and belonging’ — assertions that seem to

do little more than rehearse commonsense truisms about childhood (see
also Siegel et al, 2001).

Ethics and theories: beyond the binaries

These new practices undoubtedly raise new ethical questions. Regula-
tions that apply to conventional advertising (for example on television)
do not yet apply online, or to these more pervasive forms of marketing.
Many new marketing techniques blur the boundaries between promo-
tional messages and other content, making it possible to embed advertis-
ing in contexts where it is less likely to be recognised as such. They often
entail the gathering, aggregation and use of personal data about consum-
ers without them necessarily being aware that this is taking place; and
children may also be encouraged or required to provide personal infor-
mation about others, for example parents or friends, without their knowl-
edge, raising significant concerns about privacy (see Buckingham et al.,
2007; Livingstone, 2006; Nairn and Monkgol, 2007). ‘Peer-to-peer’ and
viral marketing represent a modern form of ‘word-of-mouth’, although
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they also depend on a degree of deception, whereby users (rather than
companies) are seen as the authors or at least the distributors of commer-
cial messages. There are also justified concerns that children are being
recruited for market research at an ever-younger age, and that the aims
of such research are not always clearly explained. There may be further
violations of privacy here, as such researchers are increasingly keen on
studying children in their ‘natural habitat’ of the home or the peer group.

These issues in turn raise new questions about children’s understand-
ing of commercial motivations and practices, and more broadly about
their competence as consumers. Research has recently begun to explore
how children engage with these new practices (e.g. Nairn and Dew,
2008) — although there may be little reason to expect that children are
any less knowledgeable about them, or indeed more vulnerable to de-
ception, than adults. There are justified concerns here; yet the issues
raised also go beyond questions about children’s competence, or lack of
it. Children (or indeed adults) may be more or less knowledgeable about
such techniques, but that knowledge in itself does not necessarily confer
the power to resist them. Furthermore, the fact that children are now
increasingly addressed and engaged as ‘active’ participants does not nec-
essarily mean that they have greater agency or power.

As I have suggested, these developments can be seen to represent a
much more general paradigm shift in the nature of consumer culture,
away from a ‘mass marketing’ model towards one that is significantly
more pervasive, more personalised and more participatory. In this con-
text, consumers” agency itself is being produced and engaged in new
ways. FEasy oppositions of the kind with which we began — between ac-
tive and passive, knowledgeable and innocent, competent and incompe-
tent, powerful and powerless — no longer apply. We need to look beyond
such binary thinking, towards a more complex understanding of chil-
dren’s consumer practices.

Ultimately, the limitations of much of the debate in this area derive
from the broader assumptions about childhood on which it is based. It
seems to be assumed that there is a natural state of childhood that has
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been destroyed or corrupted by marketers — or alternatively that chil-
dren’s ‘real’” innate needs are somehow being acknowledged and ad-
dressed, even for the first time. It is also believed that there is something
particular to the condition of childhood that makes children necessarily
more vulnerable — or indeed spontaneously more wise and sophisticated,
for example in their dealings with technology; and that adults are some-
how exempted from these arguments.

Aside from the sentimentality of these assumptions, this kind of po-
larization fails to acknowledge some of the paradoxes here. For example,
it is entirely possible that children (or indeed adults) might be active
and sophisticated readers of media, but might nevertheless still be in-
fluenced - or indeed that an illusion of autonomy and choice might be
one of the pre-requisites of contemporary consumer culture. Activity is
not necessarily the same thing as agency. At the same time, we need to
acknowledge the genuine difficulties, risks and uncertainties that are en-
tailed for marketers in actually targeting children — and that the power of
the marketers may also be more limited than is often assumed.

Theoretically, the question here is typically posed in terms of the
relationship between structure and agency (Buckingham and Sefton-
Green, 2003). On the side of structure, the market clearly does attempt
to construct and define the child consumer: it offers children powerful
definitions of their own wants and needs, while purporting to satisfy
them. Yet on the side of agency, children also construct and define
their own needs and identities — not least by how they appropriate and
use consumer goods. The paradox of contemporary marketing is that
it is bound to construct children as active, desiring and autonomous,
and in some respects as resisting the imperatives of adults, while simul-
taneously seeking to make them behave in particular ways. As such, it
is positively misleading to see this in terms of a simple opposition be-
tween structure and agency, or as a kind of zero-sum game’, in which
more of one automatically means less of the other. Structure requires
agency, but agency only works through structure: each, in this sense,
actively produces the other.
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Consumption out of context

The other recurring problem with this polarized debate is its tendency
to displace attention away from other possible causes of the phenomena
that are at stake. This arises largely because children’s consumption is re-
moved from the social contexts in which it occurs — and indeed which it
helps to produce. Much of the research in this area focuses on children’s
responses to advertising — especially television advertising — rather than
on other aspects of marketing or of consumption. A great deal of it is al-
so concerned with purchasing behaviour (or aspects of ‘pre-purchasing’
such as information-seeking, preference and choice); and relatively little
with how children appropriate and use products in their everyday lives.
As such, this work focuses on a relatively narrow aspect of the broader
nexus of production, distribution, circulation and consumption.

Much of the research in this field has been conducted by psycholo-
gists, working within two main traditions: media effects and consumer
socialization. Both approaches have been widely challenged on meth-
odological grounds, which do not need to be rehearsed here. More
significant in this context are the theoretical and political problems of
these approaches. Effects research is self-evidently premised on a view
of children’s relationship with media as a matter of cause and effect.
A classic behaviourist perspective (which is sometimes misleadingly
termed ‘social learning theory’) conceives of this process in terms of
stimulus and response — of which the most obvious example would be
imitation. From this perspective, television advertising would be seen
to produce direct effects on viewers — not only in terms of purchasing
behaviour, but also in terms of attitudes and values. More sophisticated
exponents of this approach posit the existence of ‘intervening variables’
(both individual differences and social factors) that come between the
stimulus and the response, and thereby mediate any potential effects;
although the basic ‘cause-and-effect’ model continues to apply. This
kind of research implicitly conceives of the child consumer as a tabula
rasa — a blank slate on which marketers inscribe their harmful mes-
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sages. (For reviews of this kind of work, see Gunter et al., 2005; and
Gunter and Furnham, 1998.)

By contrast, consumer socialization research tends to draw on
frameworks from developmental psychology in proposing a sequence
of ‘ages and stages” in maturation (John, 1999; McNeal, 2007). From
this perspective, children’s development as consumers is related to the
development of more general cognitive skills and capacities, such as
the ability to process information, to understand others’ perspectives,
to think and reflect in more abstract ways, and to take account of mul-
tiple factors that might be in play in decision-making. Influenced by
parents and peers, as well as media and marketing, children’s consum-
er behaviour is seen to become gradually more autonomous, consistent
and rational. This approach inevitably leads to a ‘deficit model” of the
ways in which children understand, interpret and act upon their world:
they are seen simply in terms of what they lack. The view of socialisa-
tion here is fundamentally teleological: it regards development as a
linear progression towards the final achievement of adult rationality. In
common with developmental psychology more broadly, this approach
also neglects the emotional and symbolic aspects of consumer behav-
iour, in favour of cognitive or intellectual ones.

Critics of this approach argue that a more socio-cultural account of
consumer socialisation is required. Karin Ekstrom (2006), for example,
proposes that consumer socialisation is an ongoing, lifelong process,
rather than something that is effectively concluded at the point of entry
to adulthood; that it varies among different social and cultural groups,
and over time; and that it involves different life experiences and con-
texts of consumption. As such, there can be no single definition of what
counts as a ‘competent’ consumer. Ekstrom also argues that children
should be seen as active participants in the process of socialisation, not
as passive recipients of external influences. Likewise, Dan Cook (2010)
proposes that the notion of socialisation should be replaced by the no-
tion of ‘enculturation’, which he suggests would help to move beyond
the normative, monolithic approach of consumer socialisation research.
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He argues that children are already implicated in consumer culture from
before the point of birth; and that rather than seeking to assess children’s
knowledge in the abstract, we need to consider how that knowledge is
used (or not used) in everyday social practice. Learning to consume is
seen here not as a matter of one-way transmission from parent to child,
but on the contrary as a process of negotiation involving diverse social
agents, in which multiple meanings are in play.

As objects of psychological inquiry, children tend to be perceived and
detined in particular ways here. The primary interest is in internal mental
processes of cognition or emotion: the ‘social context” is predominantly
understood as an external variable or influence. Children are also concep-
tualised principally in terms of development — that is, in terms of their pro-
gression towards the goal of adult maturity. And methodologically, much
of the focus is on what children think — or say they think, often in response
to psychometric tests — rather than in what they do, or even on how their
knowledge is used in everyday life. By and large, children are not seen here
as independent social actors: as sociologists of childhood would have it,
they are seen not as beings, but only as becomings (cf. Lee, 2001).

Politically, this kind of approach also feeds into a familiar game of
‘blaming the media’. For example, there is a growing tendency in many
countries to blame marketers and advertisers for the rise in childhood
obesity; and this is an issue that is also becoming an increasing preoc-
cupation for researchers (see Buckingham, 2009a, b). Yet there may be
many other complex reasons for this phenomenon. In fact, poor people
are most at risk of obesity — and this clearly has something to do with
the availability and price of fresh food, and the time that is available to
people to shop and prepare their own meals. The rise of obesity might
also be related to the rise of ‘car culture’, the fact that children (at least
in some countries) are now much less independently mobile, and the
increasing privatisation of public leisure facilities. As with debates about
media violence, blaming the media allows politicians to displace atten-
tion away from other potential causes, while also being seen to be ‘doing
something” about the problem.
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Consumption in context

The key point here is that it makes little sense to abstract children’s rela-
tionship with advertising, or their consumer behaviour, from the broader
social and historical context. Indeed, the distinction between consump-
tion and the ‘context’” in which it occurs may itself be misleading: it
might be more appropriate to regard consumption as a form of social
practice, and as a dimension of other social practices, which collectively
construct ‘contexts’. In a capitalist society, almost all our social activities
and relationships are embedded within economic relations. The chil-
dren’s market works through and with the family, the peer group and
— increasingly — the school. We need to address how consumption prac-
tices are carried out in these different settings, how they help to define
the settings themselves, and how they are implicated in the management
of power, time and space. In the process, we need to move beyond the
notion of the consumer as a self-contained individual, and beyond in-
dividualistic notions of desire, identity and lifestyle, to focus instead on
relationships and reciprocity.

Johansson (2010) points to Actor Network Theory as an alternative to
this individualistic view, by virtue of its emphasis on connections, net-
works and flows. Agency is seen here, not as a possession of the individ-
ual, but rather as something that is exercised in specific situations and
events, and via ‘assemblages” of human and non-human actors (including
objects, artefacts and texts, as well as people). In my view, this approach
has much in common with the ‘circuit of culture” that is characteristic of
Cultural Studies (see du Gay et al, 1997; Buckingham, 2008), not least
in that it moves beyond the dichotomy of structure and agency: power is
not seen to lie either with consumers or with producers, but precisely in
the interrelationships between them.

Anthropological and sociological studies of childhood have begun to
address these dynamics in other areas of children’s lives (see Qvortrup
et al., 2009); and in some recent studies, this approach has begun to be
applied to children and parents’ everyday consumption practices as well
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(see Martens et al., 2004). This work addresses central questions to do
with the construction of childhood identities and the wider ‘generational
order’, drawing on the Sociology of Childhood as well as on Cultural
Studies and on anthropological studies of ‘material culture’ (see Buck-
ingham and Tingstad, 2010; Buckingham, 2011).

One particular focus of interest here is how consumption produces
and sustains hierarchies of status and authority in children’s peer groups.
Thus, some research shows how children’s clothing purchases can be a
site of anxiety about status and belonging as well as of play and creativity
(Boden et al., 2004). To what extent does knowledge of consumer cul-
ture function as a kind of cultural (or subcultural) capital for children?
How do the hierarchies of taste and ‘cool” within the peer group relate
to the hierarchies within adult culture (for example, of class, ethnicity or
gender)? How might such hierarchies work with or against the impera-
tives of consumer culture (for example, by rendering the ‘cool” uncool
overnight)? How do we interpret the anti-consumerist rhetoric of some
forms of youth culture — and the ways in which it been appropriated for
so-called ‘ethical” consumption?

Another focus here is the changing role of parenting, and the social
expectations that surround it. Gary Cross (2004) has identified the sym-
bolic tension here between parents’” desire to shelter the child, to use
childhood as a place for pedagogic nurturing, and their desire to allow
the child a space for expression, to indulge the freedom they themselves
have lost. As parents spend less and less time with their children, they
may be more inclined to compensate by providing them with consumer
goods. As such, contemporary parenting is now increasingly implicated
with the operations of the market — and yet parents often regard this with
considerable ambivalence (Pugh, 2009).

Other studies have addressed the experience of young people who are
excluded from peer group culture because of their lack of access to con-
sumer goods (e.g. Chin, 2001; Croghan et al., 2006). Not all consumers are
equally able to participate, since participation depends not just on one’s cre-
ativity but also on one’s access to material resources: the market is not a neu-
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tral mechanism, and the marketised provision of goods and services (not
least in the media and in education) may exacerbate existing inequalities.
In this context, it is particularly important to understand the consumption
practices of children in disadvantaged communities, for whom ‘consumer
choice’ may be a fraught and complex matter. While many children may
be able to access some aspects of the goods that become the lingua franca
of children’s culture — for instance, by being part of the audience for the
advertising that surrounds them — their experience of the actual products is
likely to vary widely with material purchasing power. Elizabeth Chin’s work
(2001) on poor African-American children usefully challenges the idea
that less wealthy children are somehow more at risk from the seductions
of consumer culture, exploring how their strikingly altruistic consumption
practices - during a shopping trip she arranged as part of the research - are
embedded within their social and familial relationships.

Conclusion

Children’s involvement in consumer culture is a profoundly ambivalent
phenomenon. Of course, there is always an economic ‘bottom line’: the
global child market is a significant source of commercial profit — al-
though, as I have argued, profit is by no means easy or straightforward to
secure. On the other hand, the meanings and pleasures that consumer
culture affords children — and the roles that it can play in the formation
of childhood identities — are significantly more difficult to predict. The
market clearly does have a considerable power to determine the mean-
ings and pleasures that are available; but children themselves also play
a key role in creating those meanings and pleasures, and they may de-
fine and appropriate them in very diverse ways. Despite the often melo-
dramatic claims of campaigners and the generalised optimism of the
marketers, the outcomes of children’s increasing immersion in consumer
culture are by no means the same for all. Seeing this in terms of a simple
opposition between structure and agency is inadequate, especially in the
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changing context of contemporary consumer culture. We undoubtedly
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need more adequate theoretical approaches; but we also need to account
for the specificity of children’s consumption practices in relation to the
social contexts and circumstances of their daily lives.
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