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Abstract
Purpose – The paper seeks to explore key differences in the perceptions of parents and children
towards branding, examining differences and potential implications.

Design/methodology/approach – This study was conducted over a six-month period utilising
focus groups, a school census and a parental survey to determine attitudes towards branding and to
compare/contrast the different views and perceptions.

Findings – The study demonstrated a gap between the perceptions of parents and the actual brand
awareness of their children. The research indicated that children tend to be brand aware at a younger
age than their parents believe. Many parents assume that branding influences on their child come from
outside the family, but this was contradicted by the children. The study indicated that children have a
growing ability to receive information about brands and are able to use this knowledge to inform the
growing influence that they exert in the buying process. Finally the study indicated that parents were
concerned over the influence that branding can have. It is suggested that the growing sophistication of
children in relation to branding issues results in them becoming much more brand-wise when making
purchase choices.

Research limitations/implications – The choice of methodology – a census of a specific school –
minimised sampling limitations. The middle-class catchment area may have produced some bias, and
this could be addressed by replicating the research in different schools to allow a broader comparison
of the findings.

Originality/value – The paper adds to existing knowledge and understanding of branding and
purchase decision making with specific reference to contradictions between generations.
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Introduction
A previous study (Ross and Harradine, 2004) explored some of the relationships
between young school children and branding. The findings indicated that brand
recognition commences at an early age with older age groups having greater brand
awareness. In addition, older children were aware of the role of branding in enhancing
self-esteem and acceptance in peer groups. The research suggested that the earlier the
marketer establishes brand awareness and recognition in the child, the stronger the
brand association and imagery are likely to be when they become independent as
consumers.

There were key differences in the perceptions of parents and their children towards
brands with parents expressing their concerns over the potential effects of branding.
The present study will discuss these differences making specific reference to consumer
socialisation, key socialising agents and the concept of reverse socialisation. These
aspects are important when considering the development of the child from a dependent
to independent consumer in order that the marketer can develop appropriate marketing
communications.
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The paper will then indicate potential implications for companies targeting children
given that “the average ten year old knows the name of more than 400 brands, and
spends £30 billion of their parents’ money on them” (Jackson, 2006).

Objectives
The objectives of this research are:

. to investigate parents’ attitudes towards branding;

. to establish parents’ perceptions of their children’s level of brand awareness;

. to identify parents’ perceptions of the degree of childrens’ influence on the
purchase decision and the sources of this influence; and

. to consider parents’ attitudes towards the influences of branding and advertising
on their childrens’ purchasing behaviour.

Methodology
This study was conducted at Wolviston School, situated in the Northeast of England,
over a six-month period using a range of research methods including pre-focus groups,
focus groups, a census of all children and a survey of parents. The survey was carried
out to obtain parental attitudes towards branding and to compare/contrast their views
and perceptions with those of their children. A response rate of almost 90 percent was
achieved.

Throughout the research, the concept of branding was focused on sportswear
initially and then further limited to training shoes, as it was felt that both parents and
children would be familiar with, and consumers of, these products. The rationale and
implementation of the methodology is fully detailed in a previous paper (Ross and
Harradine, 2004).

Conceptual underpinning
The previous research examined brand awareness, perception and attitudes, and
children’s ability to articulate as the conceptual basis for discussing branding from the
child’s perspective. A brand can be defined as “an identifiable product, service, person
or place augmented in such a way that the buyer or user perceives relevant, unique
added values which match their needs most closely. Furthermore, its success results
from being able to sustain these added values in the face of competition” (de
Chernatony and McDonald, 2003). Within this broad definition, it is the consumer
behaviour aspects relating to brand awareness and its subsequent influence on
purchase decision that are the main focus of this paper.

Briefly, Keller (1998) defined brand awareness as the ability to identify the brand
under different conditions, and added that it consists of brand recognition and brand
recall. He judged brand awareness to be important as it can increase the likelihood of
the brand being part of, and selected from, a consideration set and ultimately
strengthens brand associations and the resultant brand image.

It was also argued that “awareness” is a crucial first stage of buyer readiness
(Strong, 1925; Puth, 2000; Brassington and Pettitt, 2003) in order to encourage a
customer to develop a preference and thus move closer to the point of purchase.
Matthews (1999) and Novakovich (1999) discussed the increasingly lower age at which
children become brand aware. It was suggested that positive choices can be made
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before the child reaches the age of five. However, awareness is insufficient in itself if
the perceptions towards the brand are unfavorable. Perceptions represent the way in
which individuals analyse, interpret and make sense of incoming information. They
are modified by the conceptual processes of selective attention, distortion and
retention, which determine the responses to advertising stimuli.

As discussed in the previous paper (Ross and Harradine, 2004), perceptions and
motivation will combine to shape people’s attitudes, which can be defined by Hilgard
et al. (1975) as an orientation towards and a readiness to respond in a pre-determined
manner to related objects, concepts or situations.

The current research revisits the previous study to examine the situation from the
perspective of the parent and thus, the previous conceptual underpinning is augmented
by an examination of issues related to consumer socialisation.

Foxall and Goldsmith, 1995) argue that comparatively little is known about the
ways in which young people learn to play consumption roles that characterise their
adult lives.

Goode (1964) (cited in Foxall and Goldsmith (1995)) defines consumer socialisation
as “the process by which the young human being acquires the values and knowledge of
his group and learns the social roles appropriate to his position in it”. This recognises
the importance of interaction within different social groupings whereas Ward (1974)
defines it as being more concerned with the individual’s development into an
independent consumer, “the process by which young people acquire skills, knowledge,
and the attitudes relevant to their functioning as consumers in the marketplace”.
Subsequent authors (Carlson et al., 1992; Engel et al., 1995; Cowell, 2001; Solomon,
2002) have used this approach as the basis for their further study. All of these agree
that the concept is fundamentally concerned with how children learn attitudes and
behaviour patterns appropriate to their social role.

Although consumer socialisation continues throughout life, much of consumer
behaviour is learned as a child (Engel et al., 1995). Previous research with
schoolchildren clearly indicated their growing sophistication as consumers and the
importance of marketers communicating with them from an early age (Ross and
Harradine, 2004). This paper focuses on the parental view of socialisation,
investigating how they view their child’s development into an independent
consumer and how they perceive the child’s attitudes to branding and the
subsequent effects on purchasing behaviour.

Three key areas of interest to this research have been identified:

(1) the importance of consumer socialisation with reference to young consumers;

(2) key socialising agents; and

(3) the concept of reverse socialisation.

When discussing the importance of consumer socialisation, Foxall and Goldsmith
(1995) state “knowing how young people acquire the skills, knowledge and attitudes
relevant to consumption, and isolating the factors that influence children, should help
ensure that marketing campaigns aimed at children become more effective”. Solomon
(2002) and Cowell (2001) segment children into three distinct markets: primary market
(own spending) influence market (parental yielding) and future markets (as adult
consumers). The value of the primary and influence markets is calculated as “£30
billion a year spent on and by children” (Poulter, 2005). The “future market” may be
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difficult to estimate, but the previous figures alone justify the importance of the child
for marketers as part of the “cradle-to-grave phenomenon” (Lindstrom, 2004).

Cowell (2001) considers that there are four main socialising agents that directly
impact on consumer socialisation:

(1) parents;

(2) schools;

(3) peers; and

(4) television.

These can be seen as progressive influences that help children develop as consumers.
“In their early years, children learn quickly about modes of consumption in their
families and, until they socialize more widely, may well believe that these consumption
patterns are universal. Gradually they accumulate new consumer experiences through
visits to other relatives, friends and during holidays, perhaps overseas. The mass
media, particularly television, are of prime importance in alerting children to new types
and brands of products, as well as presenting inviting images of new life-styles, with
projected promises of social success associated with buying” (Chisnall, 1995).

However, it is important to appreciate that these are not discreet influences and that
they will assume different levels of importance and influence at different stages of child
development. “The child passes through stages of being reliant on parents, through the
influences of advertising, peers, role models and family before they develop as
independent consumers” (Ross and Harradine, 2004).

It is suggested that these changing influences can result in conflict due to the
differing objectives of each socialising agent. For example, the objectives of advertisers
or peers may well conflict with those of parents, leading to disagreements during the
purchase decision.

The importance of the family as an influencing agent is well recognised (Grossbart
and Crosby, 1984; Feltham, 1998; Cowell, 2001 and Solomon, 2002) but again, this
influence will change over time. “Though family influences are generally more
important than those of peer groups in early childhood, the influence of parents
declines as children get older” (Foxall and Goldsmith, 1995).

Moschis and Churchill (1978) (cited in Cowell, 2001)) specifically identified that
children’s interaction with television advertisements aids the development of their
consumer skills, and this view was later supported by Cowell (2001) and Dotson and
Hyatt (2005). However, many authors, including Solomon (2002), Bainbridge (2003) and
Lindstrom (2004), have broadened this aspect to include “new” media as a significant
influence. The role of new media is important for this study given that parents, the
main focus, have not been exposed to this media at the same age as their children. They
may therefore lack an understanding of the marketing communications potential of the
internet, mobile phones and computer games. Lindstrom (2004) describes
“tweenspeak” as the creation of a new global language that combines icons,
illustrations and phrases as an appropriate new communication tool.

Little attention has been paid to the concept of reverse socialisation, whereby
parents can learn from children. “In modern parlance, this is what marketers might
refer to as ‘pester power’” Cowell (2001). Whilst Chisnall (1995) suggests an equal
partnership between teenagers and parents in decision making, other authors have
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identified a growing trend for children to exert increasing influence on purchase
decisions. McNeal (1999; cited in Cowell, 2001) states that from the 1980s, children have
actively participated in the family decision process. “Children now have so much
power in the family that their families are now becoming child-led”.

Cowell (2001) further describes how children’s influence has increased: “After
children have conformed to their peers they then decide to convey the acquired
information to their parents. This in turn can influence parents’ consumption and
decision making”.

As discussed above, the changes in the socialising agents can inevitably lead to
some conflict in the decision making process. “When parents do have relatively clear
images regarding the outcomes of socialization, they are likely to react in a negative
way to other influences which seem to block these goals. Since other agents are
involved in the socialization process (e.g. peers, school, media) and do not necessarily
share the parent’s value orientation and beliefs, conflicts over the content of
socialization are bound to arise” (Grossbart and Crosby, 1984).

Findings and implications
The following analysis, based on the research undertaken, considers parents’
perceptions and attitudes towards their children’s levels of brand understanding. It
identifies areas of potential conflict between the generations particularly in relation to
purchase decisions.

Objective 1: to investigate parents’ attitudes towards branding
There is a high level of similarity in the attitudes of parents when buying for
themselves and for their children, although they ranked durability over price when
purchasing their childrens’ trainers (see Table I). In both cases, brand was clearly
identified as the least important factor in purchasing decisions, with fit and quality
identified as the most important issues.

However, these findings differ from the research undertaken by Mintel (2004) that
suggested price is the most important factor in clothing purchase decisions. This could be
explained by the nature of the school’s catchment area. “There are no pupils from homes
where English is an additional language. No pupils are eligible for free school meals at
present, which is low compared to the national average” (Ofsted, 2000). This suggests a
white, middle class population with an above average income level, which could have the
effect of price and value driven purchases being less important to this particular sample.

In the survey, only 26.1 per cent of parents considered that brand labels were
important when making purchases (see Table II). Fifty-eight per cent were neutral,
with a further 15.9 per cent stating that brands were unimportant, suggesting that, at
the very least, parents do not see branding as a prime consideration when shopping.

Parents purchasing for themselves Parents purchasing for their children

Ranked 1 Fit Fit
Ranked 2 Quality Quality
Ranked 3 Price Durability
Ranked 4 Durability Price
Ranked 5 Brand Brand

Table I.
Importance of different
factors in the purchase

decision
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This could well be affecting their perceptions and attitudes towards their children’s
relationship with branding. The results also concur with the study by Harper et al.
(2003), who identified that 60 per cent of their parent sample considered that brand and
logos were unimportant when making purchase decisions.

Objective 2: to establish parents’ perceptions of their children’s level of brand awareness
These results (see Table III) indicate that 55.1 per cent of parents consider that their
first/only child has a high level of brand awareness which, when compared to the
children’s responses, indicates that parents are underestimating the level of awareness
of their child. Results from the initial study in Wolviston School found that, when
shown sportswear logos, 67.97 per cent of class 1 (aged 5-6) and 96.55 per cent of class 4
(aged 10-11) recognised the brands, and the average recognition level across the four
classes was over 74 per cent. This suggests a clear disparity in the perceptions of
parents relating to their children’s brand awareness.

Most people had indicated that their children became brand aware from ages 6-8
(Table IV). This again contrasts with the children’s responses, which, as mentioned
above, demonstrated a high level of awareness in class 1. This could suggest that
parents are considering their children up to two years behind their actual level of brand
awareness.

Frequency Percentage Cumulative

Brand labels important 18 26.1 26.1
Neutral 40 58.0 84.1
Brand labels unimportant 11 15.9 100
Total 69 100

Table II.
How important are brand
labels to you when
shopping?

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

High level of awareness 38 55.1 7 10.1 0 0
Low level of awareness 31 44.9 20 29.0 1 1.4
No second/third child 0 0 42 60.9 68 98.6
Total 69 100 69 100 69 100

Table III.
How aware is your
child/children of different
brands?

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Under 5 3 4.3 2 2.9 0 0
6-8 28 40.6 10 14.5 0 0
9-10 13 18.8 1 1.4 0 0
Over 10 5 7.2 0 0 0 0
Not brand aware 20 29 14 20.3 1 1.4
No second/third child 0 0 42 60.9 68 98.6
Total 69 100 69 100 69 100

Table IV.
At what age did your
child become aware?
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Parents consider that the major influences come from friends with the role of the family
coming behind TV (Table V). Only 13 per cent considered that the family was the key
influencing factor on developing brand awareness. This could be influenced by the fact
that parents considered branding to be generally unimportant (discussed earlier) and
are therefore assuming that the children’s awareness must have come from outside of
the family unit.

Previous school-based research (Ross and Harradine, 2004) indicated that there
were further mismatches between the perceptions of parents and their child’s brand
knowledge as the children themselves were more influenced by family. Some 42.9 per
cent of the children previously indicated that the family was the key factor, and the
researchers found that it was not until children reached class 4 that this influence
dropped to much lower levels (16 per cent), indicating “a sign of growing independence
and less reliance on the family unit” (Ross and Harradine, 2004). This is supported by
Cowell (2001) and Harper et al. (2003), who state that “For eight to ten year olds in
particular there is a strong need for group acceptance”.

It is interesting to note (Table V) that parents do not consider “other media” to be a
strong influencing factor and, as discussed later, this could indicate a lack of awareness
by parents of the use of such channels for marketing purposes.

The results might indicate that parents are less aware of the development aspects of
consumer socialisation and the integrated nature of the influencing agents. “Influential
‘agents’ are likely to shape the way children consume and why they consume.
Socio-cultural elements often interplay with the nature of children’s consumerism.
Research indicates that notably, the role of parents, peers and school and shopping
experiences are significant” (Harper et al., 2003).

Objective 3: to identify parents’ perceptions of the degree of children’s influence on the
purchase decision
A large majority of parents recognise the influence that children have on the buying
process (Table VI). The rate of influence decreases with subsequent children but
clearly shows that the first or only child does exert influence over purchase decisions.
Mintel (2004) states: “A third of all 7-10-year-olds say they choose their clothes by
themselves, with no input from their parents [. . .] The choice of trainers is particularly
likely to be a child-only decision – just over half of all 7-10-year-olds chose their most
recent pair of trainers entirely by themselves, while a third said their parents chose
them without their input”.

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Family 9 13 0 0 0 0
Friends 26 37.7 9 13 0 0
TV 13 18.8 4 5.8 0 0
Sports programmes 2 2.9 1 1.4 0 0
Other media 3 4.3 0 0 0 0
No brand awareness 16 23.2 13 18.8 1 1.4
No second/third child 69 100 42 60.9 68 98.6
Total 69 100 69 100 69 100

Table V.
Where did your child get

their awareness from?
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The strategies used by children to exert their influence tend to be positive, with 36 per
cent exerting their influence through offers of good behaviour/help or having new
trainers as part of Christmas/birthday gift (Table VII). The lack of pestering/sulking
could support the notion of “growing older younger” and indicate a growing awareness
and sophistication in terms of the child’s ability to effectively exert their influence.

In addition, Mintel (2003) suggested that “many parents are willing victims of pester
power, with 84 per cent saying they get more pleasure from buying for their children
than for themselves”. This could support the Wolviston findings in that children
perhaps have less of a battle with parents to get their own way and thus find that more
positive influencing strategies are more effective. Changes in parents’ attitudes and
lifestyles have been identified. “Modern parents are brand and fashion conscious” (Hill,
2005) and this trend could also explain the growth in both children’s brand awareness
and their influence in the buying decision.

Three sources of children’s ability to influence their parents can be identified:

(1) The increasingly early age of brand recognition and brand awareness (Ross and
Harradine, 2004). It is suggested that an average child in the UK sees an average
of 40,000 advertisements a year (Kamp, 2005) leading to the assertion that “the
average 10 year old is familiar with 300 to 400 brand names” (Poulter, 2005).
“Children as young as three can recognize brand logos, and experts say that
each lifetime consumer may be worth US$100,000, making effective
cradle-to-grave strategies extremely valuable.” (Lindstrom, 2004). These all
suggest that children are more sophisticated and discerning in terms of their
brand knowledge – “they grow up in a whirlwind of brand messages and
advertising” (Wiener, 2004).

(2) They are active receivers of brand information. Children are media-literate, with
25 per cent of all 7-10 year olds and over 33 per cent of 9-10 year olds having a

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Makes decision 10 14.5 1 1.4 0 0
High level of influence 29 42 7 10.1 0 0
Little influence 29 42 15 21.7 1 1.4
No influence 1 1.5 4 5.8 0 0
No second/third child 0 0 42 60.9 68 98.6
Total 69 100 69 100 69 100

Table VI.
How much influence does
your child have on the
buying process?

Child 1 Child 2 Child 3
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Pestering/sulking 15 21.7 3 4.3 0 0
As part of Christmas/birthday 12 17.4 6 8.7 0 0
Good behaviour/help 24 34.8 3 4.3 0 0
No influence 18 26.1 15 21.7 1 1.4
No second/third child 0 0 42 60.9 68 98.6
Total 69 100 27 100 1 100

Table VII.
If your child influences
the buying process, how
do they generally do it?
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mobile phone. Over 66 per cent have a TV in their bedroom and 81 per cent use
a computer at home. Over 40 per cent regularly access the internet from home
(Mintel, 2004). These factors combine to make children positively aware of
products and brands. At the same time, parents may be unaware of the
marketing applications related to mobile phones and the internet.

(3) It is a rich generation in terms of both spending power and savings (Mintel, 2004).
Children therefore seem to have a growing ability to receive information about
brands and are able to use this knowledge to inform the growing influence that
they exert in the buying process.

Objective 4: to consider parents’ attitudes on the influences of branding and advertising
on their children’s purchasing behaviour
Perhaps, predictably, parents had concerns over the influence that brands can have on
their children, with over 90 per cent of respondents feeling that their children were too
concerned with brands (see Table VIII). Over a third of all parents were concerned that
children were influenced by brand image rather than the actual product to be
purchased, and again this could indicate a lack of awareness of their child’s abilities as
a consumer. “Children are more brand savvy than a few years ago” (de Chernatony,
2004; cited in Shepherd, 2004).

These concerns were repeated when questioned about the role of advertising
(Table IX) and its potential influences (Table X). Parents felt that 71 per cent of their
children were influenced “a lot” by advertising, and over 88 per cent felt that the
influence of such advertising was negative. It could be suggested that these fears are
less important than parents believe due to the growing sophistication of the child as an
independent consumer (Ross and Harradine, 2004). This is further endorsed by de
Chernatony (2004; cited in Shepherd, 2004), who states that “They are less reliant on

Frequency Percent Cumulative

Positive influence 8 11.6 11.6
Negative influence 61 88.4 100
Total 69 100

Table X.
Is this influence positive

or negative?

Frequency Percentage Cumulative

Generally not influenced 0 0 0
Influenced a little 20 29.0 29.0
Influenced a lot 49 71.0 100
Total 69 100

Table IX.
Are children too

influenced by
advertising?

Frequency Percentage Cumulative

Yes 63 91.3 91.3
No 6 8.7 100
Total 69 100

Table VIII.
Do you think that

children are generally too
concerned with the right

labels?
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advertising and more brand aware”. The parent’s attitudes could be coloured by the
previous discussion on the potential “under-estimating” of their child’s “brand age”
and could reflect fears based on their misconceptions about their children’s abilities to
understand and make judgments about brand issues.

Research by Bainbridge (2003) found similar results and identified the use of new
technologies as a particular area of concern: “This area of marketing highlights one of
the fundamental aspects behind parents’ dislike of other marketing methods: not
having any involvement in the message, so feeling out of control”.

It may well be that parents are basing their judgments on their own childhood
experiences, which could well have been less exposed to branding and the pressures of
advertising. “Today’s children live in a fast paced, highly commercialized world where
they are relentlessly targeted by companies and advertisers who seem to operate with
the ethics of the playground bully” (Mayo, 2005; cited in Poulter, 2005). The increased
brand experience of children is also recognised by de Chernatony (2004; cited in
Shepherd, 2004): “Branding is helping kids make wise choices and helping them to
express their personalities”.

Overall the study has demonstrated a gap between the perceptions of parents and
the actual brand awareness of their children. It is clear that parents apply the same
purchasing criteria when selecting their own and their children’s clothing, and see the
key factors as fit and quality. The actual brand of the clothing is seen as the least
important factor. It is suggested that the parents’ less positive attitudes towards
branding could well be affecting their perceptions and attitudes with respect to the
level of their children’s recognition and understanding of brands.

The research indicated that children tend to be brand aware at a younger age than
their parents believe, and that this gap could extend to a two-year age difference. Many
parents assume that key socialising agents come from outside the family but this was
contradicted by the children indicating again, a mismatch in perceptions between the
generations.

The study indicated that children have a growing ability to receive information
about brands and are able to use this knowledge to inform the growing influence that
they exert in the buying process through reverse socialisation. Although, a sizeable
percentage of parents (42 per cent) considered that their children had little influence in
the buying process, this still means that the majority of children are capable of making
decisions and influencing purchases.

Finally the study indicated that parents were concerned over the influence that
branding can have. This reflects both their branding perceptions already identified and
the potential pervasive effects of advertising. However these fears may be misplaced as
it suggested that the growing sophistication of children in understanding and making
judgments about branding issues, results in them becoming much more brand-wise in
terms of their purchase choices.

The study has identified a changing consumer culture and it is argued that this has
the potential to disrupt the traditional child/parent relationship (Freedland, 2005),
signalling the emergence of possible problems for companies. Children’s products can
be considered a “classic” case where the purchaser and end user are different people. It
is important for marketers to recognise the disparity in the perceptions of parents and
children relating to the level of brand awareness in order to establish appropriate
relationships with both.
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Increasingly, marketers may well need to re-examine the roles of purchaser and end
user in terms of the marketing effort that is aimed towards them. “Marketers used to
see mothers as gatekeepers; now they target children directly and at times, either
implicitly or explicitly ally themselves with children against their parents” (Bunting,
2005). The results of pester power may mean that the power of the purchaser, based on
their ability to provide the purchase resources, is less effective than the power of the
end user to demand specific brands.

Although companies may recognise the need and benefits from shifting the balance
of their focus from parents to child, this is not necessarily a panacea for all marketing
problems, given that attitudes to advertising are hardening within the external
environment. This is clearly demonstrated in the negative concerns expressed earlier
by parents related to brand and advertising issues and the suggestion that “[O]thers
anticipate a larger movement, one that makes the business of selling to kids as
controversial – and unpopular – as the selling of tobacco” (Freedland, 2005).
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