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-8kills, attitudes,’and‘knowledge.

influences theﬂyoﬁth’and results in,undesirable socializati

"(e.g., nonrational, impulse-oriented buying). On the other hand,.

= = . - T

MASS MEDIA AND INfERPERSONAL INFLUENCES ON -

THE ACQUISITION OF CONSUMER COMPETENCIES

) INTRODUCTION ..

+
-

In recent years, public-policy makers and consumer educators oL
have shown inc:easing interest in consumer ‘socialization, that is, N

the proceés-by which young people %cquire consumption-reiatéd

-~

Public-policy makers need to understand consumer socialization

”~

. : . : ' D
in order to respond effectively to charges made by varicus consumer

-

groups about the effects of harketing'activities on young \?oplé. ' g
Advertising crities, for example, argue that adverti§irg‘i:fbngly
o

n

r

»

- - - . . - ] “‘v
defenders of advertising practices respond by stating/that

advertising simply sets up the agenda for positivgaﬁﬁyent-child . .
. P
interaction and provides consumption-~learning experiences for the

Fad

child (16). . /

» K .
~

4 " . et
Because of the recent consumer education movement and the

-~

o
various public policy issues coﬁcerﬁing the effects of promotion

on young people, consumer educators have also shown a renewed

interest in consumer education courses as a means of preparing
t ™y

children for effective ihteractign with the marketplace (1, 21).

However, imn spite of the belief by some individuals that school has
always been the main learning source of young people's positive

+

- e
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consumer behaviors (5), the existing consumer education . S
. materials and practices have been criticized -on the grounds _ . 1
that they teach young people very little about effective . ' N r»f
. consumer behavior (3, 9, 10, 21). ‘ 3;"
. - . ;'t",'_‘
This study attempts to prqvide'an empirical base for - ”ﬁjga '
resolving some consumer-socialization related issues and in i
. TP
g

formulating public policy. Specifically, the study examines
the-influence.of television, family,'péers, and .school on the
;o icquisition of spebific consumer skills that contribute to the
| indiv}éual's competency and proficiency aé a consumef in the

marketplace. .

o

BACKGROUND
P Research on development of consumer patterns of thought
and‘behavior is based mainly or two models of human learning:

- I

the cognitive developmwmental model and the social learning model.

L4

Studies utilizing.the cognitive developmental approach essentiail&
attempt to explain the formation of cognitions and beh;bio;s as
a funection of age 'using this as a proxy variable for-.cognitive
development (2, 21;. Previous séhdies, for example, have
examined the maturaticnal effects on adolescent consumption~
related ccgnitions and behaviors such as attitudes toward
advertising, materialism, and purqhasing ﬁabits (8,'11, 22) .

The social learning model, on the other hand, explains the
#ormation of cognitions and bepaviors'in terms of the person's
intéractions with various sources of influence of socialization

Y,
agents, such as mass media, peers, and parents. "Socialization

L4




takes place throughﬂinteractipn of the person with various

agents in specific social settings" (6, p. 126). For example, -

recent research examined the relative influence of mass media,

parents, peers, and school on the acquisition of specific

consumer skills (8, ¢, 10, 22). ’

]

This study is concerned with the development of consumption-

&

reléted SRills and knowledge that make an individual an effective
consumer in the marketplace. Because.sogiety?sets standards of j
_consumer behavior and attempts to socialize its members‘to such

- norms fhfough various socialization agents (e.qg., media and

school) (5, 7, 13}, an effegtive consumer is viewed as the person

PN

who can meet specific demands of society. Consumer expebtationg
maintained by society also include those which contribute to :

) . X
efficient utilization of economic resources for the satisfaction

. ¢
of the maximum number of society members. These ma§ include
(a) knowledge of available altefﬁatives in the marketplaée anq

;ability to evaluate them with some degree of competenée,
(p) knowledge of one's legal rights and sources of Eonsumer T
remedy and (e} socially desirable consumer-role perceptions R

, .. (8, 7, 13, 17, 20).

Consumer learning in this study is viewed not merely as a - T
cognitive psychological process of &djustmen; to one's énvironment
but also as a socialbprocess: This contrasts with the view that‘
consumer 1éérning is merel& a criterion state of kﬁowledge. The
mass media, for gxample} mav ‘e seen as agents of sociali%qtion .
rather than simply as dispensers of product information (22)
because they may serve to shap? consumer attitu@gs and behavior

2

(8). ' ' T
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- . . o METHODOLOGY

Sample °

Self-administered questionnaires wevre completed by 607
students -in middle schoo]s-(sixth;‘éeventh,_and eight grades)
and high schools_ﬁniﬁth lhroggh”twelfth grades) in Kentucky and
North Carolina during tpe winter of -1975. Although logistics
prevented random sampling, the meén Dunean SES for tqé total

sample was 50.2 based on the father's occupation.

‘Criterion Variables

This study focused on four variables relevant to the

consumer role: brand knowledge, price accuvacy, consumer affairs
p ) ) .

p-ﬁ\

" knowledge and consumer role perceptions. =~ ..

Brand knowledge refers to the extent tc which the respondents

+

cqrréctly identified products associated with specific brands.

7 " Respondents were asked to list "the kind of product each brand

stands for" in the blank beside each 6f 18 randomly selected

s
by

brands, such as "Earth Born ___ " and Avis SR

’ -

Correct answers were summed to form a 0- to ls-poiq;.index._

Price accuracy refers to the ability to price selected

-

products and servicé%l Résponuents were asked to write how much
egéh'item cost in the blank beside each of the following 11

items: gallon of reqular gasoline, ajrmail stamé, Big Mac,
tou?ist;class girp}ane ticket from Mew York to Los Aﬁgeles.
3~minute phone call coaét—to-coast dpring the weekend,

Volkswagon Super Beetle, ten-speed raéer bicycle, movie ticket for
adults, Bic Barnana pen, dentist's charges for cleaning teeth,

and a year's subscription to Ziﬁé magazine. A.response was scored

as correct if it fell within ten percent of the item's actual

6
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price {local merchants were contacted to determine the actual -
price range of soﬁe items). Correct‘rESPOhSES were summed to
" form a 0- to ll-point index.

Consumer affairs knowledge refers to the respondent’s

awareness of specific consumer legal rights and sourées of
consumer remedy. Students were asked to respond to six "True-
Félse-Don't Know" items. To detecf any response sét biaé, half
of the items required "false" answers to be correct while the

other thréeﬁ;equireg "true” answers. A typical item was "Milk
.sold at the store mugt show the-last day it can be ‘sold."

Correct responses were summed to form a 0= to 6-point index.

- . ] N ~
Because role perceptions include formalized expectations-.

associated with the given social role (18), our consumer role

- perceptions variable refers to the accuracy of "the individual’'s

cognitions and perceptions of what a (consumer) role consists of

in terms of functions, obligations, position, and rights involved

»

in role description" (18, p. 334). Respondents were asked

whether they agreed, disagreed or didn't know if a §ood cons umer
does ten different things éuch a; "shops around befére buying
anything that costs a Jot of money"” and "tries not to waste
énergy." Five,bfzthé‘ten items were ét;ted so that an "agree”
respéﬁse would correspond to what are generally perceived as
positive‘éonsumer behaviors and cognitions. A ;disagree“.response
to the other five items would correspond to desirable béhaviors

or c0gﬁitiops. Because of prior hypotheses of the direction

of correct responses, answers weré scored on a 3-p01nt‘sca1e_

based on the intensity of the respondent's Jfudgement (19). Answers

were summed to form a 10~ to 30-point index.

£
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Indeperident Variables

Because gsocialization occurs during the interaction of the
learner with the socialization agents (6), the frequency of
o adolescent interaction w1th four agents (parents, media, peers,

‘*and school) was measured

Intrafdamily communication about consumption refers to the
extent to which.the adolescent intepacts with his/her parenes
about consuﬁptien matters: “Of Lhe nine items used to measure .
the adolescent's frequency of"inperaction,with ﬁafents. factor.

anelysis_revealed five with a factor loading of .50 or greater

focus%ng on communication from ihe adolescent to the parentf

e e

A typical item designed to measure adolescent-parent communicétion

y about consumption was "I tell my parents what I thlnk about S
. h - .o

L thlngs they buy for themselves." The remaining four items loaded .

31gn1f1eh.t1y (.50. or greater) :on a second factor focuszng on

communlcation from'parent to. adolescent. A typlcal 1tem designed

4

e to measure Earent-adolescent'communlcatlon about consumption was

-

’ "My parehts'tell me why they buy something Befere they buy it."
| Respoﬁées to intrafamily communication items were meesured‘on a
Skpoint ‘very often—never" scale, and variable eco;es were obteined
by summing across items on each variable. : .
. In line with previous research (6), nass medie interact%on
was‘assessed by the extent to which adolescents gieﬁed the foilowing
on television: news, cartoons, sports, movies, talk shows, and
police and adventure shows. Responses to_S-poinE'"very oftekb-""\
never" scales were gummed-across the six items to form the

L]

television viewing variable.
— _
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greater extent than younger adolescents.

Respondents were alsc¢.asked about the .extent to which they
interact with friends about consumption matters. The peer -
comunication about consumptlon variable was constructed by summlng

4

"very cften-never” responses (measured on a 5-p01nt scale) across

five items which loaded significantly on the hypotheslzed factor.

A typical item for this scale was "I learn from friends what to

. e

look for in buying things."” . .

‘The eﬂﬁent of adolescents' interactio; wiﬁﬁ schooi about
consumption matters was defined %ﬁ terms of the total number of .
credit units they had completed in consumer education, home

economics, economics, environmental science and guidance (job

education) classes. Consumer-related courses was defined as the’

*

total credit units completed in these classes.

Finally, social class was determined by father's qccgpation,

LY :

uslng Duncan s socioeconomic scale {4).

RESULTS

-

-Age Differences on Dependent Consumer Skills

The first consideration in this study was age differences

“on the four consumer skills for younger (sixth through eighth

grade) vs. older (ninth Ehrough twelfth grade) adolescents. To
the extent to which younger adolescents were at the formal
L]

operations stage of cOgﬁitive development--agesy 11 through 14 {15)--

the researchersexpected them to be still deveioping their.

a - - " -
consumer skills. Thans, it was expected that.,older adolescents

would have acquired the four consumer .skills to a significantly

R 79




The data in Table I'support'thisl Older adolescents scored

- Significantly higher on the brand knowledge, price accuracy,

consumer affairs knowledge and role perception measures than ¢

a " ' e

did their younger counterparts. ' e ..

_Sex_and Socioeconomic pifferences

3 i * N
- Another concern was the effects of social structural .
"-q_rn . ™ .'"‘

-

factors {e. g., sex and socioeconomic characteristics) that’ -

‘ -

? 1ocate the young person in his. consumer environment Since social
T

factors may have a direct 1mpact on consumer learning. For
example, blue-collar famiiies appear tc emphaSLZe different buying
criteria in purcha51ng their children s clothes tham—do white- . '
collar families ﬁlZ). Social structural factors-may also have an

i o * ¢

indirect effect'on consumer learning, for example, by affecting

socialization protesseés as a function of sex and socioeconomic, ~ .
", characteristics. - . . ot e .
L R _ . : .

Table II shows mean .values of depeﬁaent and adolescent-agEnt'

interaction varjiables for male vs., ¥emale adolescents.  Male

L

adolescents appear to possess (a) a greater.ability to accurately
price products/services'in the marketplace, (b} greater '
awaréness of consumer affairs and‘(c) a greater awareness of
positive-consumer role expectations than female adoleecents. bﬁ

the other hand, female adoleécents are more aware of available '

3

"brands in the marketplace. On the adolesCent's interaction with
LY

various socialization agents, significant sex differences emerged
¥ -

only for the adolescent—parent communication .measure, suggesting
.that fem;&e adokeacents talk with their parents about consump.ion )

matters more frequently than males (Table‘II). ) ' .

' ' L4
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" Younger ° .
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. - L]

L (N= 208) (N = 402, |
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Price Accuracy? . q. 11 Q i 4.92

, Copsumer affairs, Knowledge® 4. 28 4.94 "
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- interaction varjiables for lower, middle, and upper-class

. Table III shows the meajs 6f dgpendentaaﬁd adolescent-agent

A

adolescents. A sfqnifidaﬁt'positive relationship appears between
a- . h’. * , N .
the adolesczent's social class and the extent®to which he/she

(a) is aware of available brands in the marketplace, (b) can
_accuratgiy pqice'products and services, (c) knows about consumer

rights and Eecoursé}and (d) is aware ofléociaily desirable™

. - ) -

bl 4

consumer;?ole expectations. On the adolescent's-interaction with‘i

the various socialization agents, the data, in Table III -show _

'
< -
€

-~

) sidhificant:diffefences oniy for communication with peers. Uppé;f

- a
-

class adolescents iﬁter&ctéd with peers about consumption matters
- - . '

ﬁore.frequeﬁtly th@p loWer-class adolescents. | .

a ’. . . .
‘Influehce of television, fawmily, peérs, and school

L

‘The final consideration in this study was the influence of

y -

four'specffic sources of consumer infq;mation (agenﬁs). Adolescent

interaction with thé various sources. of consumer learning was
expecteﬂ:to be pos;tivelg,associated with the learning of i
various skills.. ' o

-

ol Table IV shows relationships among each of the consumer skills

re

and the indépenﬂgnt vafiaples. The relationghips are expressed

&

in terms of partial correlations--the correlation between the

dependent consumer sk%ll and each of the independent variables

with the effects of other explanatory féctoxs removed.

¥ ] .

Lr




o _ TABLE II
"——“:““ - MEANS OF DEPENDENT CONSUMER SKILLS AND SOCIALIZATICN
'MEASURES FOR MALE VS, FEMALE ADOLESCENTS
: f_ ' ‘ : . Male Female
s X - ) Adolescents  Adolescents

i-~ . e By (N = 344) (N = 263)
Consumer Skills ° - ) | ‘

: Brand Kﬂowleﬁgea - 16.93 17.10t

5 K\Pfice.Accurecyq . S . 4.80° 4’46
Consumer Affairs Knowledge 4.81 4.61
bonsumer Role Perceptlonsa S 26.18- 25.99 !

;???g »:ﬁaSoeidlizetion°Precesees °° ’ 1

i o f Intrafamily Communication’ About_

o ) . Consumption K _

3; : A@oleecentéParenp égmmpnicatiqna ~11.75 \_1é.34_

e;': ' “yPefentehdoleSceﬁt Communication 13.29 13.31

;;? "¢ peer Commenicatidn.About.cOneumptieh 17.67" 17.67

Television Viewing |I B 21.70 21.16 -

gf éonsumer;RelatedicOufses . 2.88 ?.Oﬂ

?1 3Means are signiflcantly different from each other at .03 1eve1 |

?%: : (two-tailed test nsing normal approxlmation to sampling

i:;- distribution) . i

f::__:f.:?' 1 ,
R i add .




.Consumer~Related Courseg

TABLE III®

!

MEANS OF DEPENDENT CONSUMER SKILLS AND SOCIALIZATION

MEASURES BY SOCIAL CLASS

Lower  Middle

L]

- k-

— . P e

-. 3Means are signifécaﬁtly different at .05 level using F-test.

A

H

Upper
Class Class Class
Q , (N?14Q&dJ(N=290)' (N=177)
COnsuma£(Skiils o ' | [
ngnd'éyowledgea Co " 16.67 f 16.93 17.38°
* Price Accuracya 4.38 . 4.55 5.03
' Consumer Affalrs Knowledgea 4.50 ' 4.60 Is.ﬁg
Consumer Role Percept:l.onsa ' ,éﬁfL 25.83 . 25.92 26.61
focialization ?;ocesses‘
Teleyiéidn Viewing 21.72 -+ 21.57° 21.09
Intrafamily Communication About - " o
.-,Consumption s
Adolescent-Parent Communlcatlon °'11.ff_ 11.90° 12.36
Parent~§?olescent Communlcatlon : f 13.46 ié.os i3;58
_Peer Communication About Consmnptlona i?.zz 17.56 18.21
3.08 3.06  2.91

.
o ,
) R .




- TABLE 1V
PARTIAL CORRELATIONS AMONG CON%UMER SKILLS
' AND EXPLANATORY VARIABLES ,
Brand Price Role = Consumer - -
. Knowledge Accuracy Perceptions _Affairs‘
Socialization~ Processes | . t ‘-— e ‘
?eigziéion Viewing \ -J .07 o =.05 . .00%* ‘.04
‘ 'Family Communication : ‘
. About Conggmptio?_. ' : | ‘ B
-’T o Aaolescént-farent .01 . .051 -.02 1 .00 o x};
Parent-ﬁdoléscent_, SN .06 .02 . .05 ‘ .07
S Peéf Communication . _ '?
. < About Congumption‘ K P L L C13xR% .06 - _ . .08* R '
{ - Consumer-Related Courses _~.05 Y -.06 -.05 . }-1
- h&‘ﬁﬁ;&tional Developrient ~ T .15%# "‘.;25*** .0g% eI "3%
__' ”Sogial Strﬁctufal Variables . _ .f
sex . . .06 -.0% .02 -.08* -
. ' Ssocial Class - 114+ L LA
’ ' 1‘p<.05'. C L . z; | ;‘
wpdon e ,
U wepcoor . } SRR SR oL F
- . " - - R
; .
Sl " - o : ' . " s
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Television. Television exposure correlated significantly
only with the consumer role perceptions (r°= .09, p< .01}). Thus/

édoléscentp appear to learn socially desirable® consumer®behaviors

. and cogﬁitions from this medium.

‘\‘Familz. The adolescent's interaction with parents about

consumption matters did nct significantly correlate with any of

the four consumer skills. - Communication from parent to

3

adolescent was only weakly correlated with the child's consumer

affairs knowledge (2 = .07, p <.10).

 peers. Peers are appareﬁtly‘the_most;significant influence

on the four consumer skills. Interaction with peérg is posit{yely

linked with the adolescenrt's awareness.of brands in the marketplace

e

(r = .18,:§'<.001), accuracy of the priceslbf specific,goods and

answer guestions about the processés of such.learning, such as °

services (r = .13, p <.001), and grea%er consunmer affairs knowledge .

% - _ . . .
{r = .08, p<.05). Unfortunately, the data did not allow us to.

-

whether younger adolescents learn consumer skills from older

" adolescents.

F

School. The adoLescent{s formal consumer educatidn at 'school
did not correlate significantly with~any of the dependent ‘consumer
skill.measures in this study. Appar;ntly, children learn very
little at school about consumption matters and socially‘desirable'

consumer behaviars, .
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SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

This study of adolescent consumer socialization examined

the acquisition of four consumex skills belleved to contribute

PR
P

to the individual's competency as a consumer in the marketplace:

brand knowledge; price accuracy, consumer affairs krowledge, and

soclally desirable consumer role perceptions..

These skills varied

Ll

/

- 4
»

by-aqej—sei—aﬁa‘soct"I—cIass“"r—fHE‘adoIescent;respondentS"'

Specifically, older adolescents were found to possess these

r Ed

SklllS to a significantly greater extent than younger adolescents.
Male a*:lescents could more accurately price-products and ‘

A

- services in the marketplaﬂe, had greater consumer affairs
knbwledge, and were more aware of socially deszrable consumer

behavzors and cognitions than female adolescents; while female

adolescents were more aware. of available brands of products. - o
Upper-class adolescents scored higner on the meaSures of

these four skills than lower—class adolescents. These findings

* f

support the contention that adolescents from low-income homes 4
1 .
- have less experience with spending and ‘are less aware of their--

consumersenvironment-than adolescents from upper~income homes

:“\-‘

who have more opportunities for coﬁsumption (21).,

On the influence of telev1sioﬁ family, .peers,. and school
on the acquisition of these consumer skills, the findings suggest‘

peers and television are the most significant sources of consumer

-

1nformat‘on. Adolescents appear to learn from their peers about-

the availability of btands and their, attributes and about

) consumer<matters, They learn perceptions of effective.consumer

w

‘behavior from-television; but parents and school apparently -

-’;:_ s . . ".-. ’ . ” 17 -t




contribute little to the acquiéitien of such skills. .These
jinéings are consistent with those of previqus research bnlthe
effectiveness ot parent consumer trainrng aad rormai conspmer
education (3, 9, 10, 21). ‘ _ B
Theee findings highlight the need fer evaluating‘purrent
coﬂsumer eduqation materials and practices..at . school agd

possibly show the target groups of students who need more

consumer ‘training. Consumer educators in middle and high schools

~-information for -children-(5y ~14) i=mw--=---—n

- . . L
could perhapé'focus more effort on lower-class adolescents and

on female adolescents since-they appear to 1ag the upper-class

=
-

and male adolegcents in 1earning Gertain consumer skills.

> J

Whlle adolescent 1nteraction Wlth parents about consumptlon

L

matters is not' rare, young people apparently 1earn very 11tt1e

~abou't - effectlye consumer behavior from their parents. This ,

%

may be duefté'a lack of dbnsumer»kﬁowledge on the-part‘of the

, /
adults or-a ‘lack of motlvation to teach children consumer skllls.

+ .lf

Theretpre, some consumer education efforts could also be aimed at
adﬁs. ) ]

. ~ . . ' "
Finally television and peers'apparently serve as .better:

consumer socialization agents than family and school, which up

to now have been~presumed°to be the important sources of consumer

¥
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