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In respanse te publ;c EGDCEfﬂ over the EiiEEts of

- televisior commercials on children, tte’Federal Trade Commission
formulated regulatory proposals that vould kan certain advertising
from children's television and regulate advertieing intended for the
eight year old to the eleven year old age gIﬁuP. Hcvever, in the
light of two recent research studieg, it is 1mgcrtant t0o reassess the
tendency of parents to relegate, and fcx regulatc:y bodies to assume,
parental responsibilities for the ‘consumer sccializaticn ¢f children.
The first study indicated that mother-child interaction does
influénce the child's development of such ccnsumer-related skills as
product avareness, comparison, and evaluation:. Based cn Piaget’s
theory of cognitive deveglopment, the seccnd study revealed that
preschool children possess a sophisticated atility to understand the
nature and purpose of television ccmmezrcials and are able to discern
commercial content from program content. Fased c¢n this research,

, effprts to increase parental involvemetrt in the consumer
socialization qf their children provide a mcre realistic and
potentially more effective solution for requlating childrent's
television viewing than control, thtcugh fegulatc:y EQEREIES- (M 2T)
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-governmental regulatory agencies and various seff-regulatory bodies are

* by the Federal Trade Ccmmigsian ih reép@nsé to such concern that would

S =

2 REGULATING CHILDREN'S TELEVISION ADVERTISING:
REASSESSING PARENTAL| RESPONSIBILITY -

Zf "In the area of the ch#ld/television gdvéftising re1at%onshipg both

=

I\ - o= 3 = ] = ) ) o = i - . D= = :
reacting to a perceived public concern over the effects of television

e ) . ] ‘ot o .
commercials on children. Regulatory préposals have recently been formulated
~

1) ban all te1ev121on advert1s1ng from pﬁagrams seen by substantTa] audiences

of ch11dren under™ age 8 bécause they are toa young to understand t%é setling
intent of commercials; E) ban te1ev1s1cn advert151ng of. suqary fgods that
1

pose a daCta1 hea]th risk from prcgrams seen by significant numbers of

Ch11dren between ages ?nd 11; and 3) aTTQw cmnt1nued te19v151on advert151ng

[

‘ Gf less Hazardous Sugared foods- to the 8 to 11-year-old group, but only if \

‘F\

1nd1v1dua] food. advertisers fund ba1anc1ﬂg nutr1t19na] d1;c1a1mens1 Critics

i

praposals are too restr1ct1ve (1 4, 5, 9, TD;, o »
wh11e many cf tﬁg arguments presented- "fQF" or “aga1nst" “the pract1ce

of advertising to Chi%dreﬁ d1ffer and othEPr Dver1ap, most interested pars

ties tend to agree that mare 1ndppth’and re]1ab1e research data is neéded
&.,

as a-basis for valid aﬁd-effect1ve regu?gtian (3, 8). Judglng.fram the

- : - .-

- - i i - 1 a k

1See FTC's<Staff Reperc on Children's Te1§Visign Advertising, 1978,
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CDmﬁiSSi@nfs recent activities, hqwever, regu?at%oﬁs will be Farthcaéiﬂg
whether hard empirical proof of ghe actual nead for such regulations exist
or not. #fter eight years of consumerist complaints about the effects of
te}evisiém cammeréiaTS Dn‘chi?drén, this observation is certain1y Eupparted
by Chairman Mi&haeim%ertschuk's successful effort af cuickly getting the
ﬂchi@ﬁrén‘g ad program BEFDFE thE Commission.

This. pﬁper was n@t undertaken., or presumptuous encugh, to atﬁélnt to
resolve the question of empirical ﬂeed oy Lhe regu1atarj C@ntrader5j Surf@uhde
“ipg the practiceﬂaf adverixs1ngxtoithvldreni Rather the DUfEéSP is tD Com~ -+ o,
menﬁ on the ﬂeed for all ;nte“egted groups , 1n€]ud1ng wegu,atory bodies, to
cams1der fha Tmp11¢at1@ng of rerent resaarch by Reid (11)and wackmaﬂ“ Wartelia,
and Ward \13}CGﬂQEﬁmiﬂg the impact of paréﬁtai inva?g;ment on Childrén sj |

E abiﬂity,taluhdergland te1§vj§i@ﬂ advertising. .These_étudies,are paftiEu1arly
:impawiant because they move beyond the age detéﬁmfﬁigtic view of mest re-
. seartch ( 1§ sugges anq that parent% pTdy a potentially TEJDF rofe in CF}Td* .

= »

-t
ren's consumer 1earn1ﬂg as prev1ous1y sugggstea by- Dther researcherg (1).

=

They suggest a reassessmemt of the temdency for' pawents to relegate, and
for regulatory bodies to assume, -parental responsibilities of consumer educa-.
e ;Lo ‘ -

tipn.. The findings of the studies are briefly summarizéd in the.f@11owin§

a’

secdon, Subsequent . gect1oﬂs .comment on* rgcentxregu1auahy d1fect1ans and
d1gr555 the deszﬁabllfty of involving parentc nore. dwrectiy in the pracess

/" .
cf consumer 5@c1a11zat1&n s .
. . i\; ¢ . /

~ NEN RESEARCH DIRECTIghS

Like*other ;t%§353 candULtéd byghard and h15 agsoc1ate;5 the Hackman,

Harte11a, and Ward study (13) was based on Piaget s ~theory GF cognitive: _;) )
=1 &
deve1apment. It was assumed that young children develop frDm "perceptually
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- ‘narrow information décoders" in their earliest consumer acifs ta “abstract‘

i o s N N i S N '
and broad 1nf@rmat1an rocessors" by earTy ada?eggencei Contrar t@ thrs
o)

4

expzetation, howsver, ah)?dren, ap any age gwaded stage of cogmitive

= i

development, were f@uaditﬁ possess the potential-ability to learn varicus .

Eansuméraré1ated skills. Rather than chronological age, mathgvachild

’ interaction was found to be the most 51gn1f1cant contr1but3ng factor to

children's consumer skill, aCQu1SitTDﬂ; SDEC1F1ca11y mother -child infer-

1

action was fQUﬂd-tp'inF1u9ﬂce the following skills: 1) awareness of per%oré

mance characteristics of products; 2) awareness of sgurces of information;

" 3) understanding of television commercials; 4) awareness of various brands;
) ! »

~and 5) use of physical and functional attributes of brand ccmpariéon. Al-

- though it was veported that most m@thers do not attempt to teach consuner-

. rgiated éki11s,=thé research suggests that parental 5umerv151an and

‘,

other types of parent child 1ﬂt€TaCLTQT &nd cammun1Cdt1Qn are 1ﬂpartant in
R chi#ﬂren'1earﬂing to understand te?evﬁ ion advertT ng.-
- , R91d (T7) attempted to move bpyand survey rese carch (i.e., £E1f4
adm1nastgred 1nLErv1ew 9tnedulés and parental, obsarvations) by observing
‘ children's Tnteractﬁan§r expérience with television agwertig?ﬁg wh%fé ac-

" tually situated in fr@nt of tﬁe Fami]y's television sei, [To measure the
impact of famﬁfg group interaction on children's und@r%tand1nq of ‘television
aévertisiqg; ﬁine family graups, with varying con5umer teaching grientatioms,
were quéfed ina 3 x zzabservatiaﬁal_design?ﬁ*Th; children DhSDFVPd ranqed

T

in age From three to eleven. 3
The preschool” children under study~disp]ayed;su%prigiﬂg sophistication
i, B - ' E »
in their ability to understand the nature and purpose of telévision commer-

cials, contrary to age~graded accounts of such cognitive ability. While such

& . u - . . . » )
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sophistication was nore pr@naunced 7n a preschool chitd TrDm a h1g1 cansumer-
oriented household, the @ther preschool children included in the =amp1s dis-
. - &
played sifilar abilities. o .
Rather than being cognitively unsophisticated viewers, Reid suggests
tﬁat préSCh@@iErS have the potential abi]ity to difFEﬁegﬁiate television

' programming and ;om wercials through their au111ty to interpret content in

“relation to sociai experiences and to act toward commercials in terms of .such:

understanding. This indicates that a child's ability to handle television
advert1§7ng is a pyzduft of family group interaction and thase experiences
' © that he carries to the viewﬁngia1tuation, not L?D;DQ1C811J determined™age-

grade& staors of cognitive develmpmenti\ Television viewing was obsarved to

be an interactive phenoniena through which a child in pagticipatian with others
; praduces and assigns Sdcia1 néaninﬂ to television caé%ércia?s Tagattempt a

b1anf et conceptualization of the ch11d/te]ev151cn aduert1;1ng reTat1anh1p,

then, based on chron@?og1ca1]y age-fixed stages 1gnoxes the potential 1mpa€£g

of socid]l interacttion, espec%a1iy fami1y’group,1ntgractiap.

-

At the risk of over- s1mp]1f1ca11an, both studies suggest a "common
ground" for focusing all energies directed at regulating chi1dren's televi-

'Sian adverfising! Rather than perpetuating.a series of monolegues among

H B

~the various groups advocatin ng their pDSTL1Gﬂ; and pD1ﬂts of 1nteréft Concpvns

£ , :

ing the issue, the findings advance parental involvement-as a point of dia-

logue for the advancement of common™twd (2). Having reviewed this research

i
. and its apparent implication, the focus now turns to the current state of
regulating children's telavision advertising. ' ) W
o
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REASSESSING PARENTAL RESPONSIBILITY

A recurring problem concerning che regu]dt1cn Of-chitdren's televi-

sien zdigrtiging 15 the JECK of dia}ogue amcng advertisers, special interest

_ e iy e i ) ) 1
groups, government regulators, and members of the general public, as the -

various aroups seem to talk past_each other concérning the many complexities
“of the-issue. At one_extreme, it is suggested-that ali advertising directed

towarc children be éliminated! and dirécted'@ﬂ1y to parents. At the other
AJ, s
extreme, it is argued that parent's ekercise control over their children's
/ B .
viewing and must share the blane' for any ills thatiFD1iaw, T@ résaive the

controversy, all groups seem to wjree, however, that the matter should be

handled by governmental 'agencies and a?e Feceptive to the idea of adp1yina -

&

consumer behavior research data to praposed regulatory codes and policies
# V ! | = ] )

A
This general consensus indicates a great faith in the power nnd .

" \’____\M" ES “
— N

(7, 14).

effectiveness of Teg1j1at1ve or regulatory decision mdl1ng concerning Ehe
child/television advertising relationship. Becausr the pr@b1em area is
L] R 3 N g . ‘.‘,‘-;

broad and 111 defined, it is tacitly assumed that by turning over responsi--

biiitj to regulatory agencies, only those practices that are in the public's
. : -
J best interest will remain (12). DenZin labels this trend the politics of
1 ’ .
N7 » .
educat1an dnd SQ;T%T1ZHL1DH and ha observed (6, p. Eiy}%

Amerﬁcak Fam111e; are pa1nfu11y retarded in the stances they have
taken towards children, education, the juvenile Lgurt§ggthe welfare
programs, and drug abuse programs. They have permitted 1arge scale
bureaucratic systan -of social control to take over what is their

, responsibility: (1ng to it that fh11dren receive the best possible.
- -care educatien.

With ‘the gréwiqé acceptance of behavioral data'iﬂéa the existing gggu1a;.

Iy tory %rd;ess and the contjnuing trend toward complex set gf‘aéencies and

i
%
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organizations to handle putlic policy issues, wiat is suggested above Js a -

continuing ;endency to view‘governménta1 regu]atibn as the uyltimate and

sole solution to issues concerning the child/televi 519ﬂ advertising relation-

ship. Pernaps more important, this tendency further suggests that parents,
in their attempts to .produce better children, have reledated their’responsi-
.\h\ l N
pilities of child care and education to the political systemy ahd these ‘
. = k. _FF-J

responsibilities, in turn, have been and are still being, carried out though
requlatory codes and p@11c1es (B, p.- 4). - -

The data reported by Reid (11) and Hgikman;'wart571a, and waggx??E)-
suggest -that regu?kting th1drén'§ television advertising is not an area of
pub]1c policy in which Jovernmenta1 regulation can provide . thé only effec-

tive solution, however. . Rather than attempting to protect.children from
R . LTY N . }

Ea

television commercials, which, of courss, would be i,p@ssib1é, efforts should
be made- to pﬁepaée children to handle iti As suggested by their data in-

creased parent- ch11d interactign c@ntarn1ﬂg tﬂ1ﬁv1giaﬁ advertising can im-

£t

e -x

prove a ch115', ability to»dea1 with teL§V751Qn E@mmérf1a1s, including a
brescnﬁcl child's 35111ty; In the broadest senst, the data reinforce the
ideg thgt consumer education can work as a viable §upplemgnt to governmental
requlatiun, e;petta1|y Lhdt underta}en by parents, M@PQQVQF, such educatjaﬂ
necd not be based on age differences as suggested by nitial research assum-

ing the cagnitiverdeve1apmenfa1 perspective.

More parental inpvolvement can éccur only if moye parents are made aware
of fhe'p@tentiaﬁ impaétfthat they might have DQ‘tHEif children's cofsumer
development, however. Rather than attempting to prevent ch11dren from being
exposed to televigion advertising by e]1m1natygg alT-gommeICia1g fPOmLFhi1d—
ren's programming, all concerned bodies, including regulatery ag%nciesg’

;
i .
. A5

e
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‘consumer groups. the advertising industrfl the school ‘system,
! general public, ouqght to become more iﬂ&&?VEd in teaghing children to

, i \ , . ]
understand the nature and purpose of telavision advertising. To eliminate”

the practice will not solve the problem because children are heavy viewers
19 .
of .prime time programming and .will merely shift more viewing time from day-

time and Saturday mornings to prime time (e.g. 1/4 of early childhood view-
L

ing is prime time according to A. C. Nielsen Data). Divect line of accounta-
. . Y .

bility between pavents and consumer education myst b§ established ép solve
{the prdblem. Rather than cqntinuing to seek conflicting and separgtefgﬁTGg
tions, all graups"concerﬂed must seel to establish such a 1ine of accounta-

- bility as their common goal. - s
' <

Szhools, F?@examplé, could establish direct Yines by designing pre-

A

school curricula that includes consumer education. Such<a program would go

4 . .
beyond the traditional student-teacher relationship by bringing parents into
the program by ihvolving them as active and interacting participants. 1In

conjunction with curricula changes, parents, as members of the general puplic,

could seek to supplement formal consumer education programs. Through groups,

..such as the PTA, parents could encovrage and supplemept formal programs that
involve them in their children's consumer devc]cpmznﬁi The advertising in~
dustry itself could contribute-by providing information about parental Tmnpact

on-children's consumer development through such OFQaﬂizatioﬁs as the Advers

tising Council. Governmental agencies could supplement industry provided -\
& e h : C

e

s . 5 ) L o=, . - i ,\
information Lﬁiéugh inform::ional campaigns of its own. .Consuher groups,
- . ”\\s;,'a )

f , . . B

t such as Action for Children's Television, could redirect their efforts toward
/ attempts to encourage,parents to become more involved in chderQl‘s consymer
Tearning, rather Than attempting to CDﬁtFQT:ﬁhrDugh increased governmental

*

=
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reguiqtians'@niyrane of the many agencies of consumer Socjalization.  Th2se

are only a F;v of Many suggestions that mig ht be voiced. ' The major point

s

remains, however, that consumer education can WDFL and' 2171 energies must be

directed toward involving parents in ch11dren § consumar dnvg1apwant in-
F

cluding their ability “o understand tg]ev1:1on advertising.

Rather than turning all of their responsibilitjes ogver to governmental
agencies, parents, as the most 11med1até caretakers of children, must aSJEﬁt

o : e . o
their obligations in regard to consumer socialization. They nmust resist 9

res to move the child out of the Fam1]y arena into bureaucrativ reéﬁTas

U"
[Xa]

pres

tory settings (S)g The bus1nesr of producing a "marketplace-wise" iDQSuMEP

is a Serioés bu;iﬂesggtanﬁfparenﬁg must become more involved iﬂ‘ﬁhéipfqggsg
v of consumer socialization. Other grbups.ccnceﬁned should pusﬁ parents in

this direction.

CONCLUSION .
“While no large-scale, detailed p1ﬁns or pxagram; are offered for in-
va1ving paréﬂtg in consumer teaching activities, and even if parental teach-
ing is curren11y a "hit-or-miss" proposition, the mggor imp1i§atign of recent

rescarch calls for increased parental involvement "in teaching children,

U‘«

especially preschool children, to unde%stand the nature and purpose of teiea

vision advertising. It is t1m@ for all interested groups to stop look 1ng to
.3 .

‘ﬁthe regu1at@xi system as the ;o1c Qo1ué1mn to pub11r pa11cy issucs. PEPEHtS

must bécome actively involved 1in the'con5um§r sbcialization ﬂr@ccgs and
tnc1r involvement must be recognized and sy;tematica1ly incorporated into

th? public policy decision ma£1ng protc 755! Any FDrm of continuing governp-

Ly -

mental overs 1ght—-n@ugver we11 1nfendéd—sv111 be a furt her eneroachment on

parental responsibility and will not S@TV@ the fundam@nta1 prob]em. At the

1

o ! : 7 .
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5ama timz, however, the CDn:equénces of the chde/te?evisfggﬁadvertiging

!rg]atﬁanship are both real and of great impbrtance-tc the process of con-

sumay saéia]iéaﬁian! Recent ré%ga%ch suggests- that increased parent-

¢hild interaction concerning tclevision advertising perhaps provides-a more

realistic and potentially more effective solulion for those who wish to

S vegulate the viewing hebits and consumer development of children, including
preschool children, ) -
) > -
7. N [ ¢
=
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