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‘vision advertising on diffeﬁent types of children. 'Thué, the concern of j;}s

Te .
N -~ . N . I

Most of the cQncern gererated about the roie of television advertisinf

A .

4n children's lives has theoretically focused on two_areas: 1) the effects of o

. -

television.advertising on specific consumer habits, desires and preferences, and -

AN
(2) the role of'televisidh advertising in the socialization process includipg:

galning an awareoess of, advertisers' inteqt, the ineidental 1eatning of life-

style orientation, the role advertising plays in learning sex and occupational

roles, and the expectations fostered by the "happiness" that' is promised tntouéh ;
the acquisition of goods-and'services. From a’ theoretical Perspective it is in N
the second atea of concern in “hich television advertising has the most potential |

. , . .
for the most far-reaching and long-term consequenices. For example, educators,

legislators and parents are beginning to qnestion seriously the cumulatiVe impact

¢ v

of tens of thousands of TV ads on children's perceptions of sq‘iety and its in-

!/,
stitutions. Is 1t possible that the commonly ackno: ledge p@?‘ery" used in TV | ;

[y

advertising is fostering a distrust of -adults and institutions7 When children

learn that products often do not perform as demonstrated and that the acquisition

s .
of specific goods seldom leads to the level of happiness experienced by con-
sumers in the ‘ads, they soon develop a sense of distrust of -advertising. To
smt extent does skepticism generalire to other institutions shich attempt to

communicate ~ithechildroen?

.
-

It is clear that not a}{ children respond.dg.television advertising in

the same way, It scems crucial therefore to identify the consequences of tele .
/

/

3

_.study was the i&entification‘of-the cognitive responses and extra~product/expec-.
» \ s

\

" tations fostered by television ‘commercials for both white and black children, “

!

\ . ’
Early research in these areas attempted to determine age- rei;ted cognitive '
\

developmental stages at which undetstanding of TV commercials occurs including:

why they are shown on TV, how commercials differ from v programé, and how

S
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childxen perceive the extent to which’commercials do not nc;;;ﬁ‘?tiy tell the
.truth .For example, Ward and his assooiates (1972) found that among white middle |

class ch\ldren aged: 6 12, food commercials were§;he most l1ked(:;2 believability
AL

was a function of\agg, older cﬁlldren were far more likely than younger children

M

. to understand the manlpulative 1ntent of commercials. In additlon, thg authors

discovered that older children (8-10 years) were clearly more distrustful tnaﬁ_

.- younger children of the‘claimé made by advertisers. '

-] » )
. R‘.' . . . . L §' [

In a 1974 study, Rossiter and Robertson focused on attitudinal and’cogni-i
tive defense mechanisms of children ch'their SUscéﬁtibility to the ﬁre-Christmas

barrage'of TV advertising, 'The’principal-finaing was that while cognitive and

attitudinal defenses weré-sqrongest before the pre-Christmas TV advértising bar-
. : R s . >

rage, the defenses were neutralized by the conclusion of the campaiga. They also

found an "apparent shift in importance from attitudinal defense to cognitive dc-

) fense with increasing grade l4vel. By fifth grade, cognitive &gfenée is the onlyi

screen,"

Supporting evidencc'for coénitive defense was also reported by.Bever,and
his associates (1975); In a study chat focused on'cognitlve defense development,
the authors found that by age 10 children vérevundcniébly cynical and suspicious
of TV commercicls. By age 11, most believed thct advertising was a'sham and otheér

) ’

societal i{nstitutions like "business" were repletel with manipulative lies. Lastly,

children were largely unable to detect faulty reasoning in most commerciélxmessages.

In a departure from the previous authors' focus upon édgnitive development

' of white middle class children, Meier, Donohue, and Henke (1976) soughc to de-

termine age-related levels of tognitive defense development among culturally

deprived black children, - As expected, the authors found that black children, re-

gardless of age, showed a higher rate of believiné TV commercials than white

i . /
P ¢
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children in Ward's 1972 study; thé biggest discrepancy occurred among the 5-7 -

+

year-olds'yhere”one,half the blacks said cemmercials always tell the truth, as

* compdred te only one tWird of white cnildren who responded to the same questiona
3M;reover, compared to the white children who * had 85-90% with at least a minimal
' level of nnderatanding of what'commercials were and their intent, black children
'never had.mére than 56% with any‘awareness of cgmmercials' purposes, These‘ .

-findingé led the’authors to conclude that black children are especially vulnera-

‘ble to the manipnlative attempts of TV advertisers. B

~

Beyond the cognitive deNelopmental research approach, several studiés have-
focused on the incidental learning that accrues irom viewing television commer-‘
cials, In an experimental study, Atkin and Miller (1975) designed four versions
of a }S-minute tape that contgined both off the air and experimenter-produced
advertising as well as program content; vAmong the qanipulations were ‘occupational
and reereational sex role, hygiene socialization, and patent medicine erientati;n.
The major findings included: (1) subjects' expoeure to a particular occupational
-model predicted jndéments of‘the appropriateness of that oecupation for women,

(2) fenales who saw a commercial in which girls were playing with traditionally
male-oriented toys (car racing set) were'far more likely to feel that it was ap-
propriate for-girls to be playing with the toys and were slightly more desirous

of doing so, and (3) subjects wio viewed a headache remedy ad that nas qualified

highly indicated that ﬁeople shouldn't take pills for mild headaches and person-

ally indicated they would - take fewer pills. ’ '

' " In a 1976 study, Atkin investigated observational learning‘that occurs
.from TV ads in an experimental situation. The major findings included: (1) at-
tention to hygiene ads correlated moderately with perceptions of the frequency

.
with which people use deodorant, mouthwashes, skin preparations, as well as with

their concern with. those preblems and with actual use of the product; (2)_ blacks

who viewed a commercial with white children playing with the product chose to

-~
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play with the tol(more‘often than bl cks who viewed black chiidrgn playing with o

the toy and (3§ disinhibition of excessive candy eating occurred from extensive

exposure -to’ candy commercials, i} T

i
i

Las:lyJ Donohue (1975) attempted to determine what impact'television eom-

c

Amercials.had 6n black children's nutritighal and health values. The resuits

‘indicated that ovérwhelmingly plack child;eh percéived that the first thiég one
should do wheﬁ he/she-did not_feel,weli was "eat aspirin" and take patent medi- &
cines (cough syrups and Ge;itol, etc.). Conversely, to maintain good health a
significant numbérs-of black children indicated that eating vitamins, arinking

" Coke ard ingestihgkfasf fbbd of all sorts V;s the most appropriate behavior.
Lasti},_childreﬁ perceived that fasg foods (including candy, soft drinks, cupcakes,

and hambhrgers) were equal in nutrition, if not superior, to foods one normally

got at home.

\

to' any investigation of the cognitive development and value orientation of chil-

Based on a review of the previous research, two variables emerge és central
. . . .

dren: . rgce and age. Moreover, with the exception of the Atkin studies, no at-

tempt has béen made to determine what values children perceive in specific

television commercials. Lastly, since.advertisers admittealy cmploy g;fﬁerent

strategies 16 persuading adults and”children, it seemed useful to 1nve§tiéate

children's perceptions of both adulf and‘child}én's.television commercials,

f ,

Hypotheses

Two hypotheses emerged as the focus of this study: -

[ 4
HI: White children would indicate significantly higher levels of under-

'standing of television commercials than black children regardless of age.
Hy:  Older (8:year-01ds) children would indicate significantly higher

4
levels of understanding of televisjon commercials than would younger children

(6-year-olds). : 5
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In addition, investigations would be conducted into the relationship

" between other perceptual variables including: awareness of intent of advertising.

per se and intent of speéific commercials, perceptions of tne happiness demonstrated

- '

by teclevision commcrcidﬁ.actors and themselves, and the level of uﬁderstanding of
adult and children's commercials., qucver, due to the exploratory nature of the
7

thrusts, no hypotheses were warranted.

Method
4

In order to test the hypotheses and answer the research questions, two

sample populations were interviewed in Hartford, Conn., Of the 82 subjects, 52

.

wereéiizected from vhite middle class schools and neighborhoods, and 30 were se-
4’

lecte rom inner city black schools and neighborhoods. The subjects ranged in

age from 6 to 8 ycars old and were selected at random from their respective class-

rooms. A team of tnrce trained graduate students interviewed the children one at

a time in a private room; one interviewer escorted the children to and from the
. .

classroom, another ran the video equipment while the third questioned and recorded
the students' answers. Each interview lasted approximately 30-40 minutes and all
- ‘\

interviews were complcted in a 3-week period, Most children were eager to par-

Py

ticipate and no reluctance to-respond -ras noted by the interviecwers.,

»

"Each child was asked ag;, grade (later verified with the teacher) and was
asked if he’she could tell the interviewer wﬂat a @elevision mymnercial was.
Those who respondéd affirmitively were asked to désér{pe a television commercial,
at which point the response wﬁs recorded vergatgp. Then subjects saw two
McDonald commercials in cdlor videotape on a 16-in. set (one commercial followed
by questions. about tﬁe commercial, then the second, followed by different.ques-
tiors). The commercials were provided by the McDonald Corporatioﬁ and were sent

in response to a request for a 60" spot designed for adults and one 60" spot

) K v
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\ designed for ‘children, The commercial designed for adults showed two aﬁtractive

o

early-thirtyi;E‘BE?énts taking ‘their childrén (approximate age of'8-10,aoﬁé male,
[ N

-

\

.  one female) to McDonald's for lunch. The parents were particularly affectionate

‘and attentive to the children and 511 appeared to be very happy. Each got what

\

\he’she asked for and théy were pictured enjoying the meal and each other's company.

T
=

\The theme of the commercial was 'come in out of those crazy prices'-and the script
" .

generally reinforced the economy and subsequent pggch'of mind one experienced at
McDonald's.E:The cormercial designed for c?ildren featured Ronald Mcpdﬁhid.at the
carnival and included the standard cast: Hamburgler, Grimace, Captain and the
others, The theme centéred around the Hamburgler who was extorting hamburgers from
" all the other characters as paf@ent for gaining access to the rides at the éarnival.
Aft;; severgl.incidents of extortion, Ronald suggested tﬁat the entire cast head

for Mcbonald's. Shortly after their arrival, Ronald emerged from the store with

food for all suggesting that a good time and foed would be had by all,

Questions based on the content for the adult commercial included: ‘1, What
is the purpose of tﬁe commercial you just saw? 2. Tell me about the family in
the commercial: do ydu think they are happier, less happy or about the same, hap-
pincss-?ise, as your family? Why? 3, Do youf parents take you to McDonald's?

Do you have fun when you go there? 4., Do you think Mcnqnald's food is more,

less or about the same in rutrition as the food you normally get at home?. 5. Do
you think the food at McDonald's ta;tcs better, worse or about the'same;as the

food you normally get at home? ~ 6. Do ysu think McDonald's food iéimore'cxﬁensive,
cheaper or éboué-the same cost as the food you horﬁally eat at home? 7.. What -

b

e
restaurant makes your favorite hamburger?

o s -

After the Ronald McDonald commercial was viewed the fdllqwing questions were
asked: 1. What is the purpose of this commercial? 2, Did you like it? (£ . -

yes) What did you like best about 1t? (if no) What didn't you like abgut 1it?

, "3 o
S |
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P 3. Did you think'it was funny? 4, WBat.was Hambergler doing during the fifst .
ﬁart of the commersial? Was it right for him to dd that? 5, Which of tne cha-
r;cters would yol most w&nc'to be 1like? Wh;? Which‘characterdwould you least
want to be 1like? Why? Why do yoﬁ think Ronald took all the characters to Mc-
Donald's? . ’ ) ' ' I

The children's responses to the‘initial question, wnich asked the child to

,indicéte his perceptions of what TV advertising was, were then coded according

to Ward et al's (1972) awareness criteria: 1. No awareness -- don't know, no

' !

. response; 2., Low awarenéss -- confused perceptions based on coincidental reason-
:ing; gxplainéd in terms of specific categories or products ('"when they show toys")
("a little program'); 3. Medium awareness - po&ion of informatioﬁ about products;
the identification of "advertising concept"; minimal understanding of the notion
of advertising, or explaéhtion with reference to the fact they are advertising;
4.. High awareness -- the child shows he clearly understands the inte;tion of com-

mercials (to get people.to buy, notion of program sponsorship).

Each of the specific commercials was coded using the same criteria and levels
of awafeness were judged based on the degree to which the cnild understood that
the advertisers wanted people to buy ﬁcDonald's'producws specifically, and for a
particular reason, Two trained graduate assistants coded responses wiih the few *
differences being easily rcconciled. Coded responses on completed questionna;;cé

were then punched on cards for computer analysis which consisted of ‘cross-tabula-

tions by demographic variables, multiple regression and cj%onicdl correlation. z

A possible objection to theé use of correlational anaf?ses for these data
centers around the.nature of the scales used. Role taking, ;%rcéived comparisons
and affect scalés are usually considered to be at the og@inal.igvel of meg§ﬁre?ent.
Traditionally, statisticians have hefﬁ that regression proceduré? are appropriate -

only for interval or ratio-scaled data, In recent years, cvidencé has been offered)

(Labovitz, 1967, 70) that ordinal and '"quasi-interval"” data may be‘hnalyzed with

/ 9 -
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those procedures without introducing ‘large amounts of error into the analysis.

»

P Results

_ N

The results of the study provided support fo;Aébﬁh researph-hypothcses.

‘The first hypothesis predicted that white children woéld indicate significantly
higher levels of awareness than black children and the secoﬁd hyp;thesis predicted
that‘older chilaren would report significantly higher levels of underst;nding than
younger children. Multiple regression of demographic variables with levels of un-
defétan§iﬁg provided supporF for‘}he first hypothesis in that race was tﬁé-mbsg
potent predictor of all levels of understanding (r = .35, f = 10.68, p < .02).

The application of multiple regression analysis to predict level of awareness
of commercials peé'se, using as predictorivariables £ace, level of understa;ding of
each of the commercials, and perceived nutrition of McDonald'S food, revealed that
only undcrsLanding of the child-oriented éommercial agd perceived nutrition of the \
food were significant (r = .55, £ = 7.67, p <:.000l). The last regression analysis
used aée, race, sex, am?llevel of understanding for commercials one and two to pre-
dict level or awareness of the purpose offiy commercials, As efpectcd, age and
race verc the only significant  predictor variables (r = ,73, f = 6,66, p<.0l).
Further confirmation for the hypéthésis was .revealed through canonical correlatio;
analysis. The variasics of age k.35), sex t.44), race (,30) and percéived nutri-
tional value of McDonald's food (.51) predicted the criterion vafiablcs,of level

.

of avareness of television commercials, level of awareness of the adult and child-

14

, oriented commercial, and the child's pcrceived ability to describe the purpose of

a TV commercial (rq = .63, p<L .0001).

‘Perceptions of Specific Commercials
) 4

In keeping with the hypothesis that predicted of race difference$ in general

\
perceptions, analysis of perceptions of each of the commercials was done on the

basis of race. Consequently, SPSS cross tabulations of responses by race were

10



‘conducted.
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In answers to questions about the adult commercial, clear race differences
were apparent. In response to the question, ''D6 you think the family in the

*

commercial is more, same or less hapby than your faﬁily?", blacks‘responded in
the following manner: less happy 8%, same 177%, happier 75Z,lwh11e whites were
less pessimistic; less happy 3.8%, same 41.5%, happier 54.7%, (xz 7.76, df=2,
P <.05). In response to the question, "'Do you think McDonald;s food'i§ more,

. N Y
same, less nutritious than the food you normally get at home?'", black children

responded with the following: 10.7% less nutrltious, 35.7% same, 547 more nu-

trltlous. Whltes reported less favorably for McDonald's food' 15%. less nutritious,

70% samc, 15% more nutritious (x2=13 4, df=2, p<.001y. A similar~résu1t was
1 T
apparend for perceived "taste" of McDonald's food. Blacks generally felt that

-
‘-..

the foqd tasted better than the food they normally got at home: Blacks--tastes
/’ ’

worse /3,6%, same 28.6%, better 67. 9%; Whites--worse 15. 14, same 52.8%, better

!
1
I

32, 1%,(x ‘9.89, df-2, p <.007)., Surprisingly, other specific factors in wh1ch ‘
one WOuld have expected rac1a1 differences 1nc1ud1ng, the .purpose of the com- *
_mercial, whether the family eats at McDonalds; cost of the food, and whether .
the family was happier because it went.to McDonald's, were nonsignificant,
However, an analyeis of levels of awareness of the adult commercial was condueted
to facilitate a comparison of the child-oriented commercial. * Overall levels

- of awareness include: no response/don't know 13.6%, low awdreness 37.0%, medium
. ‘ ’ . -

awareness 34,6%, high atggeness 14,8%.

Perceptions of the child-oriented commercial were more definitive by
o
race, In artiCulating what they thought was the purpose of the commercial
blacks reported the following: no response’/don't know 39%, low understanding

46.47., med%gm awareness 14,37, high awareness 0%; whites indicated higher

awareness levels: no response/don't know 18,9%, low understanding 43.4%, medium’

11
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understanding 37.7%, high understanding 0%, (x2=6.4, df-2,’p .04)., Overall
levels of avareness for the child's commercial are as follows: no response/dont
“know 26.9%, low 44.47%, medium 29;6%, high awareness OZ‘(x2=33.22, df-3, pz .0001).
Chi-square anaiysis was éénductcd ﬁo facilitate'a comparison of the ovefall levéls

~ of awareness sgr both cqmmercialg; The results indicated significant differences

] . . .
in levels of awareness for the adult and child-oriented commercial (x2-16.2,

.

df=3, p\.05).. - o 4
\

-

Questions about the action in the comﬁercial'also-revealed racial dif-
ferences, The childten were asked "ﬁo you think what thé Hahbufgier was doing
is right?" Blacks reportediyes 28.6%, no 71.4%, while whites indicated yes
5.7%, no 94.3%,~(x2;6.36, df=1, p .01). The children were also asked, "Which
character would you most want to be likeé" Blacks indicated the following
identification: . Ronald ECDonald 47,27, HamburglerVISZ, Grimmace 28.3%, the
‘Captain 3.8%, all other and no response;62, (x2r11.&8, df=5; p .04). Sub-
sequently, the child:en';ere asked why théy wanted to be like that character.

Bl&cks.iﬁdicated the following reasons: 1like ta be liké him 25,0%, curiogs
;appearance 17.9%:bhaving fun 10.7%, gegs-his way 5%, ﬂo response’ no -reason
41.5%. Whites recasoned differently: 1like to be like him 26.4%, curious appear-
Agce 13.2%, having fun 17%, gets his way 26.4%, no response/no reason 17%,
(x2f10.67, df :4, p {.03). L;stly, the children were asked why they thought
Ronald took all the characters to McDonald's at tﬁc end.of the comﬂercial.‘
ReSponsésAwefe divided in;o those1§hich indicated .an altruistic reason and

those that indicated an ultgrior motive, Blacks reported altruistic reasoﬁ 32%,

o/

ulterior 28.6%, no response’don't know 39.3%; whites indicated altruistic 6 oy

 ulterior 227, no response 177, (x216.83, df;2, p<.03). No other questions

were significant,

12


http:x2=33.22

. , | . P c EEEE
- Discussion - R B

3

- The findings of this study serve to reinforce the black/white disparity

' in awareness of commercials motives found in previous investigations. Race RN

4

" was consistently the strongest demographic predictor of level of awareness}

j..

Meyer et. al (1976) argue that such a finding is ironic in that "withqnt the

vability to understand the manipulative ‘and biased approach taken by advertisers,

millions of younger black children may well be very VUlncrable to Ehe tnfluence

of commercials.s.[becausé] black children*watch so much TV and so many commerc1als,

" far more,than their suburban counterparts." The health and nutritional implica-

LY

tions of this finding.are disturbing.- Because 'white middle\class children are -
likely to get reasonably nutritionally-balanceu meals,Vthey are not as likely to
be,hurtcby ingesting candies,:confections, fast foods and soft)drinks as would

poor black children whose families traditionally must make do with far less

. . s
balanced meals. The expeetations of thé nebds that will be satisfied by products

. become more clear when one looks at the black ‘vhite differences in perceived’

~

' nutrition and taste of McDonald's food :@ompared to that which they normally get

at home, Nearly 70% of the blacks responded that they felt McDonald's food is
more nutritious than food served at home, while only 15% of the wnite-children
felt_similarly. Whilc it is possible that some blaCR;children could be thcore-
tically correct in that judgment, it is highly unltikely for such a largc pcrcentnge
to be correct, Additionally,:analyses.of children's favorite commcrcials (Ward‘1972,

v

Donohue, 1975) reveal that. both white and black children's favorite commercials

‘are for food, candy and soft drinks. From a consumer advocatec perspective, it

is even more unfortunate that fast and convenicnce foods are consumed by more
poor black children than vhite middle class children because when one considers
the astronomical cost of those foods on a per-weight-mcasure basis, the best

cut of meat is a bargain by comparison,

13 |
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Another major racial implic&tion -of this study is found in an analysis
of perceptions of the expectations fosterad by the comml‘oials. Black children L

’ ,generally perceiveﬂ the social relationships and goods in the commercials ‘o’ be

{'. 6(’

superior to their own situations. For example, three fourths of the blacks :‘ <

q

perzeivad that the family 1n the commercial was happier than their family, while

only olightly over half the whites responded likewise. If such perceptions are
sufficiently broad and persist over time, one can only conjecture at the sense
of alicnation and distrust, the feeling of disenfranchisement, that could pos-

\
- sibly occur,

A third major implication of this study is found in analysis of all child-
ren's'awareness levels for the two commercials. The results indicate that child-
b -

'ren had much less difficulty in articulating or determining the purpose of the

A
. 4““ M .
fs.." .adult commercial than the child-oriented commercial. Whereas it is possible

dy o«

'that such a finding is an artifact of .the commercials used, it is more likely
(since the commercials were selected because they}wefe typicel of the genre
used by McDonalds to reach the intended audience) that sone insights into the

- potential impact of children's TV commercials’on children cen be postulated,
Apparently, in some cases advertisers approach children with a more subtle
approach, /For example, in the edult commercial "price consciousness” was
clearly the stated objective, However, in the children's commercial the purpose
was more nebulous. An amorphous "goon time" was the focus of the commercial
and being at McDonald's clearly facilitated comraderie, peer acceptance and
fun., This notion is further reinforced by looking at the small percentage
of.children (262)'wholthought Ronald had ulterior motives in taking the cast
to McDonald's., For children who have not learned the purpose of commercials
and that "puffery' is a part of the game, the implicatiens are substantial.

They may come to expect that consumption per se leads to happiness, pecer accept- ’

ance and self-fulfillment. Consequently, children may experience many

14 ya



,disapppintments'which'may lead to the mor

i\ The last major implication of this ihvesti&ati&h lie

L
.

tions discussed earlier.

s

in the analysis

of children's hwareness levels for the adult and. child*orien ed commercials.

N
mercial is indicative of the approach many advertisexs use ip communicatinglfo

That children had greater difficulty in understandgﬁikjhe xPi d- oriented coms ~

children, Advertisers have traditionally attempted to, sell p oducts by demon-

strating the positive experiences one will have by consuming the product.h In

-

the case of children, advertisers have been even more subtle, There have been

attempts to make commercials indistinguishable from programs (banned by NAB

3
-

- since 1973) and to show the tremendous amount of fun and friends one has as a

direct function of product consumption. .

Lastly, advertisers have been reprimagded for showing‘toys and otheér
products perfor?ing in television commdrcials ftr beyond their capacity to do
s0 in real life, When one is unavare of the purpose of a commercial, it is
difficult.to stmmon the cognitite defensé‘méchanism to refute claims that have
not been made overtly. The implication that those wh6 consume ''look" happier
than they did previously is probably a sufficiently subtle appeal to escape
evaluation and could well lead to acteptance. Thus, it is important to know

to what extent subtle or implied appeals are internalized by childrén of vari-

ous cognitive developmental levels.

O - -
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