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Abstract

In today’s society, children are surrounded by advertising. Within this context, this paper

presents a set of activities designed to make children aware of various marketing tactics,

mainly related to advertising, so that they become empowered to make informed

consumer choices. The design of the intervention and the evaluation of its effectiveness

make a number of contributions to current research. Firstly, teachers carried out the

activities, a role traditionally assigned to parents or researchers in previous literature.

Secondly, we broaden the scope of indicators measuring the effectiveness of the activities

by including the evaluation of changes not only in advertising literacy, but also in

attitudes towards advertising and in children’s behaviours. Results show the effectiveness

of the intervention in preparing children to better deal with advertising. Suggestions for

further research and the design of this type of interventions are presented.

Introduction

Children are continually exposed to advertising. According to

Nielsen (2015), children between 2 and 11 years old spend on

average 20 h and 46 min per week watching TV. This provides

marketers with plenty of time for exposing children to advertis-

ing stimuli. Indeed, in Sweden, Olafsdottir and Berg (2016)

found that 67% of children watch TV daily after school. So

much so, that watching TV is the second most popular free-

time activity. Of course, nowadays advertising goes well

beyond the confines of the TV set and extends to other media

such as radio, magazines, Internet, etc. (Moses and Baldwin,

2005). So much so that it could be reasonably argued that chil-

dren live in an environment saturated by advertising (Calvert,

2008). This is likely to have an effect on their development in

the short term (e.g. on their dietary choices or what they ask

from their parents), and in the long term as they grow into

adult consumers (Preston, 2004).

There is growing concern about the negative effects of over-

exposure to advertising and other marketing stimuli on chil-

dren. There have been two main responses to this situation.

First, there has been a focus on reducing or banning advertising

targeted specifically at children. Second, there has been a move

towards making children aware of the nature and intent of

advertising (Oates et al., 2002) so that they can develop mecha-

nisms for coping with its effects. Considering the omnipresence

of advertising and the practical difficulties of controlling or

reducing exposure to advertising, this paper focuses on empow-

ering children. Therefore, the aim of the present study is to

present a number of initiatives designed to raise advertising

awareness among children and to consider their effectiveness.

Indeed, the value of such interventions is not entirely clear in

the existing literature on the topic. One issue that requires fur-

ther clarification relates to the meaning of effectiveness in this

context. Therefore, the contribution of this paper also involves

considering a broader range of elements when accounting for

or evaluating the success of similar interventions.

Interventions to prepare children to
cope with the negative effects of
advertising

The purpose of advertising literacy interventions with children

is to raise their awareness as consumers and provide them with

the tools they need to be active rather than passive receivers of

advertising messages. Numerous studies have focused on child-

ren’s comprehension of advertising (Donohue et al., 1980;

Macklin, 1983; Boush et al., 1994; Gunter and Furnham, 1998)

as an antecedent of advertising’s effect on children (Bijmolt

et al., 1998). A common aim of these studies is to enable chil-

dren to activate their defences, thus protecting themselves from

advertising (Brucks et al., 1988). Therefore many authors focus

on the need to better inform and educate children about the

nature and intent of advertising (Oates et al., 2002). In this

sense, by participating in activities that increase advertising lit-

eracy, children become more conscious of the commercial

world and more empowered to deal with advertising. Some

studies focus on the broader concept of media literacy. Jeong
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et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis concluded that, in general, media

literacy interventions have a positive effect on increasing child-

ren’s knowledge and critical view of media messages. A

smaller number of studies have dealt more specifically with

activities that focus specifically on increasing children’s adver-
tising literacy. However, there is some disagreement as to the

effectiveness of these initiatives. While some studies conclude

that providing children with training reduces their desire for

products seen in advertisements (e.g. Feshbach et al., 1982),

others find no relationship between advertising literacy inter-

ventions and the preference for the advertised products (e.g.

Christenson, 1982). Indeed, some studied even suggest a con-

trary effect, that is, the intervention can lead to an increased

desire for the products advertised (e.g. Chernin, 2007). In any

case, it is important to highlight that the type, content and over-

all quality of the interventions vary across these studies, which

may account for some of these inconclusive results.

When considering initiatives designed to increase children’s

advertising and media literacy, an important decision is who

will be carrying out the activity. First, some studies report on

activities enacted by parents (e.g. Wiman, 1983; Bijmolt et al.,

1998; Buijzen and Valkenburg, 2003, 2005), but these have led

to inconclusive and at times contradictory results. The main

forms of intervention enacted by parents aimed at increasing

their children’s awareness as consumers are active mediation

and restrictive mediation (Calvert, 2008). Active mediation

consists of parents and children viewing advertisements

together. The main objective is to raise the awareness of the

child as the parent points out various aspects of the advertise-

ment. Research is inconclusive on this form of mediation, with

some evidence of a positive influence on children’s understand-

ing of advertising (Buijzen, 2007), further evidence of no effect

(Bijmolt et al., 1998) and even the suggestion that kids may

take advantage of these sessions to ask their parents for even

more products (Wiman, 1983). In restrictive mediation, parents

limit the amount of TV advertising that children are exposed to

by placing restrictions on the amount of TV hours they can

watch. However, there is evidence that this creates an unex-

pected negative effect as children who are less exposed to

advertising may have fewer opportunities to develop strategies

for coping with advertising (Bijmolt, 1998). Nevertheless,

Wiman (1983) found that this form of intervention does indeed

lead to children asking their parents less often to buy them

products. Notably, Wiman’s (1983) study considered if an

increase in advertising savvy by children reduces children’s

demands for products. However, other studies generally con-

sider if increased advertising savvy leads to less trust in adver-

tisements. Indeed, this difference in approach may explain

some of the inconsistencies in the results across research. It is

reasonable to expect that even though children become more

aware of the nature of advertising, and less trusting of it, their

desire for a product may not necessarily decrease. In addition,

it is important to note that these studies report on specific activ-

ities or interventions. However, a parent’s impact on their

children’s consumer education is most probably on-going. This

would include a much broader array of everyday activities such

as the learning that takes place during co-shopping (Keller and

Ruus, 2014).

Second, most studies report on initiatives carried out by

researchers (e.g. Brucks et al., 1988; Buijzen, 2007), where

children tend to be divided in two groups, one participating

in the intervention and the other as a control group. In gen-

eral, these types of interventions conclude that the participat-

ing group of children increase their advertising literacy and

their attitudes, particularly in terms of becoming more scepti-

cal to advertising claims. For example, Roberts et al. (1980)

found that a group of children that viewed a documentary

about the persuasive techniques of advertisers increased their

awareness and degree of scepticism towards advertising. Sim-

ilarly, Brucks et al. (1988) compared the outcomes for two

groups of children, only one of which got to view a docu-

mentary about advertising. When a few days later, both

groups of children were shown a series of toy advertise-

ments, the group that had seen the documentary took a more

critical approach to the advertisements. Nevertheless, this

study also suggests that younger children tend to be critical

of advertisements only when adults point out specific aspects

of the advertisements to be wary of. Buijzen (2007) com-

pared three types of interventions (evaluative, factual and no

intervention) that involved showing a series of TV advertise-

ments to groups of children. The results suggest that both

evaluative (the researcher made negative comments about the

advertisements) and factual (the researcher pointed out ways

the advertisement might influence them) interventions lead to

an increase in advertising knowledge and scepticism and a

decrease in buying intention. While both evaluative and fac-

tual interventions influenced children of 7 years of age and

older, 5 and 6 year olds were only influenced by the factual

intervention.

Finally, teachers may also carry out these advertising and

media literacy initiatives. For example, a web and institu-

tional search of initiatives related to increasing child media

literacy awareness in Spain identified 22 such projects, of

which 15 were lead or implemented by teachers. Neverthe-

less, even though there are examples of teacher-led activities,

the literature has not generally reported on them. Of the 22

programmes identified here, none involved a follow up study

to evaluate the effectiveness of the programme or the

changes occurred in children’s knowledge, attitudes or behav-

iours. The one exception is Robinson et al. (2001). In this

study, the school children were encouraged by teachers

through a series of imaginative initiatives to decrease the

number of hours they dedicated to watching TV. The results

suggest that by doing so, the children’s demand for products

was reduced. Nevertheless, as we mentioned, this study is

the exception to the norm. This situation is surprising, as

teachers spend a considerable amount of time with children

and represent a key source of knowledge transmission and

credibility to children (Csikszentmihalyi and McCormack,

1986), and their relationship with children is considered to

be the single most crucial resource in their development

(Resnick et al., 1988). Therefore, the initiatives carried out

by teachers should afford a high degree of impact. To

address this specific gap, the present article will report on a

series of activities carried out by teachers and designed to

raise marketing and advertising literacy among children.

Children Consumers dealing with advertising M. del Mar P�amies et al.
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Evaluating interventions’ effectiveness

In the previous section, we addressed the types of initiatives

that may be carried out to raise children’s awareness and liter-

acy when faced with advertising and other marketing tactics

that are designed to convince children to purchase products. In

this section, we address how we may evaluate and measure the

effectiveness of these interventions.

In general, previous research has focused on measuring

knowledge as the main indicator of interventions’ success.

Indeed, this seems to constitute an appropriate baseline for the

evaluation of such activities. According to Livingstone and

Helsper (2006) the less literate children are about advertising,

the more at risk they are to be influenced by advertising. In the

1980s and 1990s, the literature focused on determining the age

at which children become aware of the aims and intentions

behind commercials and advertising in general. This research

was often undertaken with a view to setting TV advertising

policies (e.g. Donohue et al., 1980; Boush et al., 1994). Subse-

quently, children’s advertising knowledge was measured by

examining an array of very specific dimensions (for an over-

view, see Wright et al., 2005): a key element is the ability to

distinguish between commercials and TV programmes, which

is closely related to the comprehension of the advertising intent

(Bijmolt et al., 1998). The comprehension of advertising’s

intent can be understood both in terms of its more basic selling

intent (by convincing the costumer of the product’s qualities)

and its persuasive intent, by increasing its desirability through

attractive techniques (Robertson and Rossiter, 1974). Further

dimensions include the perception of the intended audience,

that is, when the child comprehends that the advertisement is

directed towards a target group; and the recognition of an

external source, that is, the knowledge about who funds the

production and showing of advertisements (Mallalieu et al.,

2005). Finally, research examines children’s comprehension of

advertising partiality and the fact that the information about a

product is often presented in a biased manner that emphasises

its best features (Moses and Baldwin, 2005). In most studies

testing these dimensions, the central aim is to identify at what

age children are mature enough to recognise them (Roedder,

1981; John, 1999, Moses and Baldwin, 2005).

However, Brucks et al. (1988) highlight an important weak-

ness in this line of inquiry, namely, that although children may

have the knowledge or literacy regarding advertising, they may

not actually use this to defend themselves from its persuasive

intent. In the same vein, Rozendaal et al. (2011) suggest that

focusing exclusively on these prevailing measures of knowl-

edge may not be enough. They propose two additional dimen-

sions of advertising literacy: attitudinal and performance (the

actual use of the knowledge). They propose a scale to measure

the conceptual and attitudinal dimensions of advertising literacy

(Rozendaal et al., 2016), in which they re-locate the ‘under-

standing advertising bias’ dimension into the attitudinal realm

rather than as a conceptual dimension of advertising literacy.

Moreover, this ability to identify the partiality of commercials

leads to a scepticism or mistrust towards advertising. Thus,

children’s attitudes towards advertising constitute a step beyond

measuring their conceptual capability and should be considered

when attempting to measure the effectiveness of interventions

to raise children’s awareness.

Nevertheless, when taking into account attitudinal factors, it

should be noted that even when children become more sceptical of

advertisements, they do not necessarily use this capacity when view-

ing advertisements (John, 1999). This may be for two main reasons:.

First, despite the negative aspects of advertising, children may still

want to buy the product (John, 1999). Second, children may require

a cue from an adult that a defence towards advertising is needed

(Roedder, 1981). Therefore, we propose the need to move beyond

the measurement of knowledge and attitudes to enter the realm of

intended or actual behaviours. Indeed, Christenson (1982) had

already shown that even when children have a critical attitude

towards advertising, they may still ask for the products they see

advertised (a behavioural reaction). In this context, the work of Jacks

and Cameron (2003) may be useful in terms of identifying the stages

of persuasion resistance by children. Ultimately, we should be able

to focus on how children act (behave) when confronted with adver-

tising and what choices they make as young consumers. In this final

behavioural dimension we avail of no standard scales or studies of

intervention effectiveness. In this sense, we may draw from the

more general consumer behaviour literature and base our measure-

ments on notions of consumer behavioural intentions (Cronin et al.,
2000). Only D’Alessio et al. (2009) developed a scale that included

some items dealing with specific behavioural intentions enacted by

children when faced with advertising, such as changing channels,

asking parents to buy the products advertised, believing that com-

mercials show them good things to buy, or trusting the commercials.

In sum, a wide array of approaches and methodologies has

been employed to address the question of how to assess the

effectiveness of interventions. Many of these studies take an

experimental approach, whereby ‘before vs after’ intervention

measures are taken (Robinson et al., 2001) or ‘treatment vs

non-treatment’ groups are compared (Feshbach et al., 1982;

Brucks et al., 1988; Buijzen, 2007). The results have varied lit-

tle between these two approaches. With regards to measure-

ment scales, we can highlight four main contributors:

D’Alessio et al. (2009), Derbaix and Pecheux (2003), Rossiter

(1977) and Rozendaal et al. (2016). These scales have mostly

built upon Rossiter’s (1977) initial contribution. They have

focused on knowledge (literacy) and attitudinal dimensions,

such as recognition of advertisement, dislike for ads, bias,

entertainment value, selling and persuasive intent, etc., but

have only tangentially addressed behavioural elements (e.g.

Rozendaal et al., 2016). They have correlated literacy to resist-

ance strategies, but only used this relationship as a statistical

aid to their scale development.

To address these issues, the aim of the present paper is to

examine the extent to which teacher-led activities designed to

raise children’s marketing and advertising literacy are effective

in terms of increasing the three dimensions described above:

conceptual advertising literacy, attitudes towards advertising

and behaviours when confronted with advertisements.

Methodology

To address the aims of the study, a number of initiatives were

carried out in Pla de Mar, a public primary school in Coma-

ruga (Catalonia, Spain) as part of a programme entitled

M. del Mar P�amies et al. Children Consumers dealing with advertising
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‘Becoming clever and responsible consumers.’ To examine the

effect of these initiatives on children’s advertising knowledge,

attitudes and behaviours, a survey was administered to two

groups of students (second and fourth graders) before and after

the programme activities took place. Other studies on this topic

have opted for a treatment versus control group design, but in

our case, we wanted to evaluate precisely the effects of the

intervention on each specific child (paired samples design).

The sample consisted of 61 students (35 boys and 26 girls)

aged between 7 and 10, averaging 8.3 years of age. The reason

for choosing this age range was based on previous literature,

particularly coinciding with John’s (1999) analytical phase. It is

in this phase that children may be most influenced by advertis-

ing as they may already have some advertising literacy but

may not yet be able to use it as a defence mechanism due to

their immature cognitive abilities.

The clever consumer activities

The programme ‘Becoming clever and responsible consumers’

was part of a university-primary school collaboration with the

general objectives of raising children’s awareness of their soci-

etal role as consumers and of empowering children as decision

makers and future independent consumers. Within the general

programme, the first three activities were designed to place the

emphasis on advertising, as follows:

The first activity was called Tasting Yogurts! The aim of this

activity was to prompt children to take a critical view of prod-

ucts, their attributes and their advertising through an activity

based on tasting and comparing yogurts. Yogurt was chosen

because it is a product that most children are accustomed to

and consume on a regular basis. Specifically, the activity con-

sisted of tasting two yogurts and selecting their favourite: The

first yogurt had colourful and attractive packaging depicting

popular characters aimed at children. The yogurt was coloured

with a bright yellow colour. The second yogurt was contained

in a basic transparent packaging and the yogurt was white.

Despite these visual differences, both yogurts were in fact the

same (except for the yellow food colouring added to one of

them). The children were asked to taste both yogurts, to choose

the one they preferred and to explain why. Later, the children

were shown a video of their teachers preparing the colouring

and putting the yogurt into the different pots. The video clearly

demonstrated how the children had been tricked into thinking

the yogurts were two different products. The video led to a dis-

cussion about product presentation. The children were encour-

aged to consider how different products in a supermarket are

often essentially very similar and the difference is many times

in the packaging and the advertising.

The second activity was called I want this toy! The aim of

this activity was to make children aware that advertising does

not always tell the (whole) truth. The activity started by show-

ing four toy commercials and asking children to speak about

what they expected from the toys advertised. Then, children

were given the actual toys and invited to play with them for a

while. Afterwards they were asked about the differences they

found between advertising and reality. Finally, the teacher led a

discussion about how advertising sometimes exaggerates

product features. This activity was designed to stress the impor-

tance of being aware of the advertising bias or partiality.

The third activity was entitled We choose cereals! The main

objective of this activity was to become aware of product pack-

aging and nutritional characteristics through the analysis of the

products’ packaging, labels and advertisements. The activity

began with students speaking about the cereal brands they nor-

mally eat at home and the role of cereals in the food pyramid.

Then, students were asked to analyse the cereal product�s pack-

aging and advertising, taking note of who the cereals were tar-

geted at, whether they seemed like a healthy food choice, etc.

Later, the children examined the product labels to identify the

amount of sugar, fat, vitamins and other nutritional content

(only fourth graders did this part). The children then calculated

the amount of sugar contained in 100 grams of three different

cereal products, placed the equivalent weight of sugar in sepa-

rate bowls and compared them. They highlighted some of the

discrepancies between package decorations and nutritional val-

ues, much in the vein of Song et al. (2014) in their content

analysis of cereal packaging. The children reflected upon the

importance of checking the labels before buying cereals and

other products.

For each of these activities, the last stage involved showing

a series of TV advertisements to the children to facilitate a dis-

cussion on advertising tactics. In particular, the children were

asked to identify central cues (information given about the

attributes of the product), peripheral cues (such as fun, peer

and parent approval, fantasy, free gifts or other types of

rewards), and special effects (Kim et al., 2016).

The activities were first designed by the researchers. The

proposed activities were then presented to the teachers to

ensure that materials, texts, etc. were age-appropriate. As the

teachers led the in-class activities, they were provided with a

detailed set of notes and instructions for preparing the activ-

ities. Researchers and teachers went through all activities

together to make sure that teachers were fully prepared before

each session.

Measures

A number of authors have focused on developing scales to

measure children’s advertising literacy (Rozendaal et al., 2016)

and children’s attitude towards advertising (Rossiter, 1977; Der-

baix and Pecheux, 2003; D’Alessio et al., 2009). Less attention

has been placed on the behavioural aspects of children’s reac-

tions to advertising and their consumption patterns. We decided

to use existing validated scales where available. Specifically, to

measure literacy, we took four of the six dimensions of the

conceptual advertising literacy scale for children (CALS-c,

Rozendaal et al., 2016): recognition of advertising, understand-

ing selling intent, perception of intended audience and under-

standing persuasive intent. To measure children’s attitude
towards advertising, we used the full 9-item Attitudinal Adver-

tising Literacy Scale for Children (AALS-c, Rozendaal et al.,
2016) with its three dimensions: advertising bias, scepticism

towards advertising and dislike of advertising. Finally, for the

behavioural reactions to advertising, we first measured three

resistance strategies as proposed by Jacks and Cameron (2003)

and employed by Rozendaal et al. (2016): source derogation,

Children Consumers dealing with advertising M. del Mar P�amies et al.

604 International Journal of Consumer Studies 40 (2016) 601–609

VC 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd



attitude bolstering and assertion of confidence. And second, we

took three items related to the classic consumer behavioural

intentions (CBI), two in terms of recommending and repurchas-

ing (Cronin et al., 2000), and one on intention to purchase (by

asking their parents) borrowed from D’Alessio et al. (2009).

Although the activities were led by the teachers, the researchers

administered the questionnaires and were present in the class-

rooms at all times during the activities to assist teachers and

pupils. To avoid socially desirability bias, when teachers

explained the instructions of each activity, we emphasized that

there were no right or wrong answers. We provided examples

such as – What is your favourite colour? – so that children

would understand that they should really answer what they per-

sonally thought or perceived.

Analysis and results

Preliminary data analysis

Although this study does not intend to contribute to further

developing the two previously existing scales used in the study,

a set of preliminary data analysis was conducted to assess their

properties with SPSS and EQS. For the literacy scale (four

dimensions of CALS-c, Rozendaal et al., 2016), a first confirm-

atory factor analysis (CFA) with all items did not yield satisfac-

tory results. The main problematic items were those related to

perception of intended audience. Once these were removed, the

remaining three factors provided acceptable fit using goodness of

fit robust measures (v2 5 28.36, df 5 24, Bentler–Bonett normed

fit index 5 0.805, Bentler–Bonett non-normed fit index 5 0.907,

CFI 5 0.944, RMSEA 5 0.046). For the attitude scale
(AALS-c, Rozendaal et al., 2016), the CFA showed good fit

(v2 5 25.97, df 5 24, Bentler–Bonett normed fit index 5 0.914,

Bentler–Bonett non-normed fit index 5 0.963, CFI 5 0.975,

RMSEA 5 0.037).

To examine the reliability of all the dimensions used in the

questionnaire, we estimated their Cronbach a. Except for the

dimension perception of intended audience, which showed poor

reliability (Cronbach a 5 0.359), values for all the other 8

dimensions were considered reliable with values above 0.6

(Hair et al., 2010), ranging from 0.624 (understanding selling

intent) to 0.819 (dislike of advertising). We decided to still

use the perception of intended audience dimension, since

removing any of its items only slightly improved the resulting

Cronbach a.

Regarding convergent validity of the literacy and attitude

scales, all factor loadings showed values above 0.5, meaning

that all factors are important in contributing towards a common

scale. Finally, regarding discriminant validity, we conducted v2

pairwise CFA, and all v2 differences were greater than the 3.84

threshold (Bagozzi and Phillips, 1982), which demonstrates that

the different dimensions indeed measure different concepts.

Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive analysis of the nine dimensions

examined. Each item on the table represents the average of the

different variables (usually 3) of which each was composed.

All variables were measured before and after the activities had

ended, with the ‘B’ items referring to the first round of surveys

(Before treatment) and the ‘A’ referring to the second round

(After treatment). In general, the value of most dimensions in

Table 1 present an increase in their mean between the first

round (before treatment) and the second round (after

treatment).

To examine whether the activities were effective and pro-

voked significant changes in the children’s advertising literacy,

attitudes and behaviours, we carried out a t-test of mean differ-

ences for each pair (before-after) of variables. Table 2 shows

the paired samples correlations and the results of the t-tests.

Conceptual advertising literacy

With regards to the changes in children’s advertising knowl-
edge or conceptual advertising literacy (pairs 1–4), we can

observe that only two of the four dimensions analysed showed

significant differences (only two pairs have values below 0.05

on the right hand side Sig. (two-tailed) column). The two

dimensions that were not significantly different before and after

the treatment were ‘recognition of advertising’ and ‘perception

of intended audience’. Recognition of advertising was measured

by asking the children if the images shown to them were adver-

tisements, and they answered in a scale of 1–4 representing

‘definitely not’, ‘probably not’, ‘probably yes’, ‘definitely yes’

(and reverse coded when the images shown were not advertise-

ments, such as a children’s programme or a piece of news for

children). Thus, a perfectly guessed score on this question

would be a 4. In perception of intended audience, children

were shown advertisements for which they had to identify their

target audience (children, adults, both, neither). Here, only one

answer was right, and thus a perfect score would be 1 for each

of the three advertisements shown. As can be seen in Table 1,

pair 1 (RecognitionAd) already had a very high score in the

first round (3.69 out of a maximum possible of 4) before any

literacy enhancing initiatives had taken place. This showed that

most children were already able to identify video sequences

Table 1 Paired samples statistics

Mean N

Standard

deviation

Standard

error mean

Pair 1 B-RecognitionAd 3.6913 61 .36621 .04689

A-RecognitionAd 3.7486 61 .32436 .04153

Pair 2 B-SellingIntent 3.1475 61 .73163 .09368

A-SellingIntent 3.4426 61 .58285 .07463

Pair 3 B-IntAudience .9454 61 .13851 .01774

A-IntAudience .9508 61 .11920 .01526

Pair 4 B-PersuasIntent 2.8689 61 .78003 .09987

A-PersuasIntent 3.4481 61 .54733 .07008

Pair 5 B-UnderstBias 2.2951 61 .58404 .07478

A-UnderstBias 2.8579 61 .60693 .07771

Pair 6 B-Skepticism 2.5410 61 .68897 .08821

A-Skepticism 3.0219 61 .58331 .07469

Pair 7 B-DislikeAdvert 2.2350 61 .68406 .08759

A-DislikeAdvert 2.5246 61 .82655 .10583

Pair 8 B-ResistStrategy 2.5492 61 .56976 .07295

A-ResistStrategy 2.8811 61 .60140 .07700

Pair 9 B-CBehaviorInt 2.8087 61 .57882 .07411

A-CBehaviorInt 3.0219 61 .62618 .08017
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that were advertisements and to distinguish them from other

videos that had other aims, even when these were also targeted

at children. The same occurred with pair 3 (IntAudience),

where the score before the activities was 0.95 out of a maxi-

mum possible of 1. This means that there was very little lee-

way for improving on these high scores.

Two further dimensions of advertising literacy, that go

beyond recognising an ad and whom it is made for, were also

measured. These dimensions are designed to measure if chil-

dren are able to identify the selling and persuasive intention of

advertisements. In the case of these two dimensions, there was

a strong significant increase in the literacy of children before

and after the activities, particularly in the persuasive intent

measures. This means that although children already knew how

to identify an advertisement and who it is targeted at, the activ-

ities improved their awareness of how advertisements try to

sell their products and also of the tactics used to persuade

them. This was particularly apparent in the children’s com-

ments during and after the toy activity:

I’m not going to believe what these ads are saying anymore,
they just want to sell me the thing!
When I watch the ad at home, I notice the girl always looks
so happy playing with the dolphin, and I thought I’d also
feel happy. But after playing with it, it does not make me
happy. Next time I’ll only be watching the toy, not the girl
playing with it.
In this sense, we can say that the ‘Clever Consumer Activ-

ities’ were effective in increasing children’s conceptual adver-

tising literacy.

Attitudes towards advertising

With regards to the changes in children’s attitudes towards
advertising (pairs 5 to 7), all three dimensions showed signifi-

cant differences between before and after the clever consumer

activities. This can be seen from the close to 0 significance val-

ues on the right hand side of Table 2. This means that not only

were children more literate about advertising after participating

in the activities, they were also more aware that advertisements

may present products in an enhanced manner, to the point of

being biased (UnderstBias). Because of this, the children

became more sceptical about advertisements (Skepticism). The

results on this measure were also very much present in the

children’s comments, particularly in the yogurt activity after

they realised that both yogurts were the same. Many of them

concluded that companies might want to ‘trick’ them with their

advertisements, the packaging and the products to make them

look different. After the session many of the children com-

mented about the need to check products before actually pur-

chasing them:

It was just the same yogurt [angrily], I can’t believe how
they tricked me!
I better get my mother to check what there is inside, there’s
no point in spending more to end up getting the same.

The teachers later reported that there was a lot of talk about

this activity for many days after. We felt that the activity repre-

sented a significant benchmark or critical incident for the chil-

dren in their experience as consumers. Changes in the

children’s attitudes were also significant to the extent to which

they disliked advertisements (DislikeAdvert). Some of them

mentioned that now that they knew that the information in

advertisements was not always accurate, they would prefer not

to watch so many ads. Instead they would prefer to go to the

store to see the products for themselves. This was particularly

salient after the toy activity:

I wouldn’t trust that the transformer changes so quickly
anymore. In the ad it looked so easy!
There’s no point in watching the ads, they don’t really tell
the truth, what a waste of time!
Overall, the activities were effective in changing children’s

attitudes towards advertising.

Behaviours when faced with advertising

Finally, and with regards to the changes in the children’s

behaviours (pairs 8 and 9), we can observe that there were also

significant differences in how children acted when exposed to

advertising. Both dimensions of resistance strategies (Resist-

Strategy), with actions such as changing channels when the ads

were on, and consumer behavioural intentions (CBehaviorInt),

Table 2 Paired samples correlations and t-test

Paired differences

Confidence interval

95% of the

difference

Correlation Sign. Mean

Standard

deviation

Standard

error

mean Lower Upper t df

Sig.

(two-tailed)

Pair 1 B-RecognitionAd – A-RecognitionAd .684 .000 2.05738 .27703 .03547 2.12833 .01357 21.618 60 .111

Pair 2 B-SellingIntent – A-SellingIntent .365 .004 2.29508 .75055 .09610 2.48731 2.10286 23.071 60 .003

Pair 3 B-IntAudience – A-IntAudience .620 .000 2.00546 .11372 .01456 2.03459 .02366 2.375 60 .709

Pair 4 B-PersuasIntent – A-PersuasIntent .409 .001 2.57923 .74759 .09572 2.77070 2.38777 26.051 60 .000

Pair 5 B-UnderstBias - A-UnderstBias .256 .046 2.56284 .72659 .09303 2.74893 2.37675 26.050 60 .000

Pair 6 B-Skepticism – A-Skepticism .316 .013 2.48087 .74913 .09592 2.67274 2.28901 25.013 60 .000

Pair 7 B-DislikeAdvert – A-DislikeAdvert .600 .000 2.28962 .68712 .08798 2.46560 2.11364 23.292 60 .002

Pair 8 B-ResistStrategy – A-ResistStrategy .410 .001 2.33197 .63692 .08155 2.49509 2.16884 24.071 60 .000

Pair 9 B-CBehaviorInt – A-CBehaviorInt .298 .020 2.21311 .71501 .09155 2.39624 2.02999 22.328 60 .023
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such as asking/not asking their parents to buy everything they

see advertised, experienced a change after the ‘Clever Con-

sumer Activities’.

NOW I understand why my mother changes channels when
the ads come on.

Look, I realise that when I tell my friends about what I saw
in an ad, I am also being an ad.

In this sense, the activities were also successful in changing

children’s behaviours, which is ultimately what the intervention

was designed for.

Discussion

Overall, the results of this study show that interventions in the

form of school activities, carried out by teachers and designed

to raise children’s awareness of marketing and advertising strat-

egies can affect children’s advertising-related literacy, attitudes

and subsequent behaviours towards advertising. Hence, this

study contributes to the literature on children’s advertising liter-

acy after an intervention.

Regarding conceptual advertising literacy, it is important to

highlight the high level of advertisement recognition (what an

ad is and isn’t) and target audience perception (who the ad is

intended for) that the children already had before they began

the activities. These are seen in the high scores in this sample

of 7–10 year olds. The results on advertisement recognition are

similar to Rozendaal et al.’s (2016). The results on target audi-

ence perception coincide with Donohue et al. (1980), but to

some extent differ from Mallalieu et al. (2005). Mallalieu et al.
found that children in the 11–12 years age group were capable

of understanding the concept of target audience, but children in

their 5–7 year old group were not. However, it is difficult to

directly compare our results with this study as we did not

employ the same age groups. In addition, as Mallalieu et al.
used focus groups in their study, they did not have a closed

question item on ‘target audience’. Overall, the fact that these

indicators were so high even before the activities took place

meant that there was no leeway for experiencing a significant

change through intervention. This highlights a generation of

children who are highly advertising savvy and in tune with the

commercial world that surrounds them.

The remaining measures of conceptual advertising knowl-

edge, attitudes towards advertising, and subsequent behaviours,

showed significant changes after the intervention.

Contributions

This study extends the literature on the effectiveness of inter-

ventions for empowering children in dealing with advertising

with two main contributions.

First, we have broadened the scope of enquiry by adding a

behavioural dimension to the existing literature, which mainly

considers the effects of interventions in terms of literacy

(knowledge) and attitudinal dimensions. We believe that this

behavioural dimension is of key importance as it represents the

acid test in terms of effectiveness of interventions, thus repre-

senting the ultimate objective of such interventions. On a scien-

tific level, this represents a wider contribution to the topic, as

we have broadened the scope of elements to be measured when

considering the effectiveness these kinds of interventions.

Indeed, most studies on this topic measure the changes in liter-

acy and attitudes after interventions. However, the ultimate

effect that interventions seek is to change children’s behav-

iours. Yet some studies suggest that even when children

improve their knowledge and sharpen their attitudes towards

advertising, they may not necessarily modify their behaviour to

resist the effects of advertising (Harris et al., 2009; Rozendaal

et al., 2010). By including the three levels of response (literacy,

attitudes and behaviours) and testing the impact of interven-

tions on each of them separately, this paper adds to the litera-

ture by obtaining a wider-ranging picture than previous

contributions. In particular, we build on the ideas by Rozendaal

et al. (2011) about the need to focus on more actionable

aspects of advertising literacy, since the more conceptual

aspects of literacy have not clearly provided adequate defense

mechanisms against the effects of advertising. On a practical

level, this suggests that the impact of interventions may be

farther-reaching than expected and should thus be considered

as investments with positive returns.

Second, an important contribution to note is the fact that the

activities designed for the intervention in this study were pre-

pared by researchers but delivered by teachers. Although pro-

grammes designed to raise children’s awareness of advertising

are available to teachers, and we have evidence that these are

employed in different settings, teacher-led initiatives are not

generally being followed up by measurements of effectiveness.

Consequently, they have not appeared in the literature (with the

exception of Robinson et al., 2001). As teachers are among the

key transmitters of knowledge and values to children, they

have a credibility value that other agents lack. Thus, we pro-

pose that the collaboration between teachers and researchers as

shown in this study should be taken up in the future. This

could prove beneficial for data collection and for the rigour and

contents that researchers can bring to the table in the design

and delivery of the activities.

Limitations

As with all studies, this project has a number of limitations. On

a methodological level, a larger sample with a broader range of

age groups would have facilitated a more complex analyses

and the detection of age effects, as the literature has identified

this topic to be closely related to child development. Also, we

need to use caution in relying upon results generated with

bivariate analysis since this can mask spurious and suppressor

effects. On a practical level, with this study we have not been

able to assess if the changes observed are sustainable over

time. This should be the objective of further studies and initia-

tives. In the case of the Pla de Mar school, in light of the posi-

tive results of the activities, the school has embarked on a

project to design similar activities for all grades of primary

school education. In this way, they plan to carry out two activ-

ities per year with each age group and make this an on-going

intervention at the school. Thus the initiative will become an

integral part of the school calendar and not just a once-off

event.
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Further research

Measuring the behavioural outcomes of advertising awareness

interventions designed for children, as employed in this study,

should be incorporated into future studies. Moreover, the mea-

surement items of this dimension should be further developed.

Additionally, the effects of interventions should be separately

tested on conceptual, attitudinal and behavioural outcomes. Fur-

ther research on this topic should also evaluate the results of

on-going versus once-off initiatives. This would involve longi-

tudinal research designs. A further line of research could focus

on the more attitudinal and behavioural changes that interven-

tions bring about, since moulding active consumer attitudes and

behaviours are the ultimate goal of such initiatives. In this

sense, to refine the measurements of attitudes and behaviours,

parents should be considered as informants to avoid both social

desirability bias and single informant bias (for example, for

measures on changes in aspects such as ‘pestering’ behaviours).

From a methodological perspective, the scales by Rozendaal

et al. (2016) have proved to be very pertinent for the study of

this topic. However, further studies should consider whether

some of the dimensions of their conceptual advertising literacy

are in some way ordered into a growing degree of sophistica-

tion of the knowledge they evaluate (from advertising recogni-

tion initially, through to target audience perception,

understanding selling intent, finally understanding persuasion

intent). In fact, while this may not have been tested using

Rozendaals’s scale, the literature on children’s cognitive devel-

opment (Piagetian perspective) suggests these tasks are sequen-

tial in children’s development.

Implications

The general topic of children’s education as consumers and the

more specific aspect of their knowledge, attitudes and behav-

ioural responses to advertising are of significant relevance in

our consumer society. It depends on a set of agents, including

teachers, researchers, parents and policy makers to put the nec-

essary interventions in place to prepare children to be knowl-

edgeable consumers in the future. If initiatives such as the ones

carried out in this study can aid in enhancing children’s aware-

ness of this matter, they should be made available to them. In

the same way that children learn other valuable lessons at

school, this is also a way of preparing them to be more

informed citizens and consumers.
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