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�
This is the second of two articles based on an in-store observational study by the Children's Research Council of the Advertising Research Foundation.  The first paper (Rust, 1993, in press) focused on the design and methods of the study.  This part explores the marketing implications.


We studied parents and children shopping together in order to develop ways of conceptualizing what they do in stores. 


The project was fundamentally qualitative because it set out to generate new concepts, not to test a-priori ones.  But it differed from traditional qualitative in using observational data rather than in-depth conversations with consumers, and in taking a rigorous approach to generating, refining and testing the emerging theory. 


Observational field studies are particularly well suited to studying children shopping with their parents.  Interviews sample peoples' verbalizations.  They are good at uncovering the thinking, overtly or covertly verbal, that individuals rely on in the marketplace.   The more articulate and introspective the respondents are, and the more focused and involved they are in the decision-making process, the more powerful the qualitative interview can be.


But when the purchasing process involves little thinking, is more impulsive than planned, when the shoppers are in small groups - attending to each other as much as to the shopping, when they include children who incapable of introspective verbal analysis (either during the shopping process or in subsequent interviews), it is unlikely that verbal interviewing would get an accurate or balanced picture of the factors that shape the consumers' behavior. 


To get at the factors which influence family purchasing in the field,  but which are hard to find out about through verbal interviews,  this study used non-intrusive observational methods for recording what goes on in stores, and it used a technique of qualitative analysis, "grounded theory development," (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) that shows special promise for qualitative analysis in marketing.





DATA





The data were anecdotal observations of parents and children shopping together.  They were collected by members of the ARF's Children's Research Council who visited grocery and toy stores where,  posing as shoppers, they would wait in an aisle, watching for parents and children to travel down the aisle together.  On seeing a shopping party enter the aisle, they estimated the child's age, recorded some basic information about the shoppers, and then took notes on what they said and did.  As soon as the party left the aisle, the observer finished up the notes, and waited until the next party appeared.


Two hundred records were collected.   Data were a convenience sample, gathered whenever the observers were in the store and parents came down the aisles with their children.  


�
Exhibit 1.  Sample young-child and old-child data records.





Case #171 (Young Child)


Store 			Supermarket:  Waldbaums, Mt Kisco, NY


Aisle:			Breakfast cereals


Shopping party:		1 Mother, 1 girl age 7, 1 boy age 1.  Both children in Cart.





Field Observations:		


Party enters section, girl in bottom of cart, boy in top.  Girl immediately points to Count Chocula box and exclaims something to the effect of "Look at those eyes!"   Boy then joins in "Oh yes, lets get that one, can we get that one?"  Mom says something in Spanish as she picks up the box of Count Chocula.  Group talks in Spanish, a few things are said -- neutral in tone -- mom puts Count Chocula in cart and wheels away.


Field Thoughts:


Mom seemed willing to please, didn't look at side panels or anything.  Children were obviously drawn to the box and seemed to make decision solely on eyes on box.  Girl in bottom of cart less vocal than boy. (Count Chocula picture on the box had plastic piece over the face that made the eyes appear to move as the viewer walked by).








Record #168 (Young child)


Store 			Toy store: TSW, Mt Kisco, NY


Aisle			Action Figures


Shopping Party		Mom, 3 yr old boy





Dyad enters space.  Boy (age 3) puts foot on long plastic play table and says, "I have this."  Mom is looking at figurines on wall in see-through packages.  Child comes over to where mom is and sees Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle box.  Child gasps in surprise "Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, I have them."  Mom points to TMNT sneaker snappers and says, "Who's that?"  Child says something inaudible.  Mom points to Beetlejuice figure and says, "Who's that?"  Child looks and says, "Beetlejuice."  Dyad moves down aisle.  Mom points to Batman and says, "Who's that?"  Child says "Batman."








Record #144 (Old child)


Store 			Toy store: Toys R Us,


			Carleplace, NY


Aisle			Videogames


Shopping Party		Mom, 12 yr old daughter





Field Observations:		


A mother and a daughter walked into the Video Software section and the girl was looking for Tetris video.  She asked her mother, "Are these in alphabetical order?"  Then the mother said, "Yes, they should be."  Then the girl said, "Here, I got it." and the mother said, "Oh, is it $35?"  Then the girl took the video and they walked away.





�
Case #25 (Young child)		


Store 			Supermarket: Grand Union, Pleasantville, NY


Aisle:			Breakfast cereals


Shopping party:		Father, 1 boy 2 yrs





Field Observations:		


Dad holding list, wanders up and down aisle.  Boy, too, independently.  Boy keeps turning boxes, looking at their backs.  Points at one.  Comments "Puzzle".  He passes FREAKIES - stops, says, "Neat!"  Tilts box back & forth looking at the hologram.  Dad exits aisle without taking anything - boy lingers, then skips along after.  Hear Dad in next aisle -- "Adam! Which do you want, one of these or these?"





Case #49 (Old child)		


Store 			Supermarket:  Shoprite, ?, NJ


Aisle:			Breakfast cereals


Shopping party:		1 Mother, 1 girl age 12. No shopping list visible, coupons visible.


Field Observations:		


Daughter holds coupon for STRAWBERRY WHEAT SQUARES - obviously a planned purchase.  Coupon in hand, she searches the shelf, finds the brand, reaches for it on tip-toe off the top shelf, and continues holding it as they exit the aisle.











ANALYSIS





The observations were analyzed using the methods of Grounded Theory Development, a technique for generating new concepts from case studies that was first articulated by Glaser & Strauss (1967).  Through it, hypotheses are generated, tested and refined through a systematic process of coding and re-coding the original observations.  By keeping the hypotheses "grounded" in the raw observations, rather than getting loked into a pre-set matrix of scores or ratings, it avoids some of the built-in limitations of more traditional, deductive approaches.


The analysis was set up to find out the various ways that the shopping experience varied witht he age of the child. 


The output was a set of attribute definitions that consistently differentiated the old-child observations from the young-child ones.  "Old" children were age 6 and over; "young" children were age 5 and under.  Table 1 lists them by name, with data on the number of old- and young-child cases possessing each one.  The next section describes the attributes in greater detail. 


�
Table 1.  Age-differentiating attributes





							1-5	6-14	Chisq	


	(bases)						(97)	(103)


Young child attributes:


Child in shopping cart					31	11	13.4


Labeling: name learning and rehearsal			12	0	13.4


Child points to product					27	9	12.1


Physically involved w product - play, eat, etc.		27	11	9.4


Parent firmly denies/ignores request			35	26	2.6


Old child attributes:


Teamwork/cooperation/kid helps out			5	20	9.5


Choice planned/predetermined (incl. child w coupons)	1	12	9.4


Child reads/studies package				0	7	6.9











AGE-DIFFERENTIATING ATTRIBUTES





Child in cart. Not many kids older than age 6 rode around in or on the shopping cart.  Nearly a third of the children under 4 did so. This may not be a profound insight, but it has implications (considered later) that may be of importance to marketers. 


Pointing. Young children were much more likely to point at products or other things in the store.  This was not dependent on their riding in the shopping cart:  young children were more likely to point whether they were in the cart or walking.  Pointing gives younger children a way to indicate desire, even when they lack the symbolic skills or knowledge to communicate verbally.


Physical involvement.  Younger children were much more likely to exhibit some sort of physical involvement with products or displays or packaging ... over and above the functional contact involved in picking up a package and carrying it or putting it in the cart.  They would explore things tactually, play with them, open them, consume them or manipulate them in one way or another.  This was often done while sitting in the cart, but by no means always.  One little girl, for example, walked down the cereal aisle, systematically turning every box around backwards.  It appeared to be pure physical/sensory play. 


Parent firmly denies/ignores the child's request.  Although parents often turned down purchase requests, whatever the age of the asker,  they were more likely to be firm and unyielding with their younger children.   Kids between 6 and 9 sometimes negotiated successfully,  following an initial turn-down.  With children aged 10 and older, parent acceptance appeared to be more automatic.  This may have been a function either of altered power relationships or of more educated children who knew ahead of time what mom would accept. 


Labeling.  A certain amount of the dialogue between parents and children in stores is involved in communicating the names of things.  Name learning is a key developmental task of preschool children.  They are hungry to learn the names of everything around them, and parents appear eager to nurture them this way.  Research based on videotapes of children while they watch TV has shown that preschoolers consistently pay close attention whenever the TV material involves show-and-tell, or labeling  (Rust, 1971, 1985).  The store environment is full of objects to learn about, and as parents browse along with their little children, they spend a certain amount of time identifying the things around them.  


Teamwork.  Parent interactions with older children often reflected a degree of teamwork: a division of labor with coordination and communication between the members of the shopping party, and a set of shared objectives.  


Pre-planning.  Shopping with older children more often showed signs of prior planning. This sometimes showed up in the dialogue, when they would refer directly to prior conversations and intentions, and sometimes in the fact that the child would refer to a list, or bring out a coupon that had been saved for use on this trip. 


Reading.  Children aged 5 or under were seldom seen reading things, either on displays or packaging.  Although a fair number of 4 and 5 year olds in the population have some ability to read, not many of the ones we saw were spontaneously motivated to do so in the store environment.  Older children were much more likely to orient to the text stimuli around them.





These eight attributes, taken as a set,  were correctly associated with the age of the children 77% of the time.








MARKETING  IMPLICATIONS





Little children ride in carts, so.... 


Direct the information on the cart to the child inside.  Advertising information on the carts need not all be directed to the mom.  The child taking a ride is a captive, and sometimes restless, audience, hungry for focus and stimulation.  Many moms would be pleased to have their children concentrating on in-cart media, rather than having them bored and meddlesome and frustrated at their captivity.  There is an opportunity to communicate marketing information to the shopping party in such a way that it provides genuine benefits to both parent and child. 


Display products at cart height.  Although bottom shelves may be good for the walking or toddling child, children in carts may have a harder time seeing, or noticing, products there. (Any sex difference in frequency of cart riding??) 


Incorporate the cart-riding child in advertising copy imagery.  If the copy scenarios echo the shopping scenarios, more shoppers (parents and children) are likely to make the link between ad and store.  


Make packaging and display materials stand out and be noticeable from a middle-of-the-aisle distance.   Children riding in carts are confronted with a staggering array of stimuli in the average toy or grocery store.   We know, from studies of child development, that little children have very limited abilities to scan broad arrays of novel stimuli and make much sense out of them.  Proportions are important, and recognizable elements are pivotal.  Faces, particularly those of familiar characters, are remarkably effective at getting noticed in cluttered environments.


Give children packaging or promotional material that can keep them occupied inside the cart.





Little children do lots of pointing, so.....


Stimulate long-distance recognition to get the shopping party oriented and moving toward your product from a long way off.


Incorporate physical gesturing in advertising copy.  Why not develop pointing as a routine or ritualistic part of what people do when they see your product?  A silly or distinctive pointing gesture would be very salient to little children.  Children aged 6 or older might be too self-conscious for such public behavior, but for products targeted at preschoolers (who are the prime "pointers" anyway) such a device might be very effective. 


Point at them.  Portray a product's spokescharacter pointing back at the viewer  . . . like Uncle Sam used to do.  If a product "means" pointing to a little child, that child will point when she sees it.


Use pointing in your research.  Have little kids use pointing to indicate brand interest.  Pointing is non-verbal, and guided by recognition and association . . . not by verbal/cognitive mechanisms.  Marketers should not aspire only to changing what kids say they want, when asked their preferences, they should also aspire to change what kids notice, and orient to, and point at.





Young children show high levels of physical involvement, so .... 


Design packaging to attract (and withstand) physical contact and interaction.  Activities (fantasy or otherwise) that use the box as a prop could be very attractive.  They would keep little children oriented to your product, (and away from your competition). If the activity were one moms approved of, both parent and child would regard the involvement as a genuine benefit.  Handles or straps on the packaging might get them to ask mom to let them carry it.


Advertising copy could establish the repertoire for what the child could do with the product in the store.  This would help maximize the play value to the child, and the social or educational value from the mother's point of view.





Parents of the younger children tend to be firm when they deny a request, so ...


Don't encourage argument or back talk if you are promoting a product for little children.  Moms are not likely to change their stance if they rejected the product initially.  It is important that you, not the kid,  reach the mom first with whatever persuasive information is needed to overcome their resistance.


�



Moms use the store environment to teach and review the names of things, so...


Select the names of products with great care.  If children can't pronounce a name, the product is in jeopardy.  And if moms and kids tend to call it by different names, the "show & tell" activity may become muddled.


Support to the nurturant interplay between mom and child in the store.  Educational and cultural material may draw attention and build positive associations with a product.  So consider product names, displays and packaging that encourage moms to interact educationally with their children.   Products that give an opportunity for color-learning, or shape-naming, or story-telling, or animal identification, etc.,  are likely to get noticed, have time spent with them, stimulate positive feelings and build good memories.  Just be sure that the activities are fun and rewarding to the kids, too.





Older children read, younger ones do not, so ....


Think about your reliance on text.  Labels and packaging that relies on reading will skew strongly to the older children.


Consider the reading level of the text you use.  Children are very motivated to read things that are at their level.  Text that is too hard can be a turn-off.  Text that is too easy is no challenge, and gives no accomplishment.  But if you have a narrow target age for your product, you can have a big impact on kids' involvement with it by matching (or mis-matching) their reading level.  


Also consider the content of the text.  This can over-ride reading-level problems.  Think of the interest of a young model builder in the text describing the structure and functions of the rocket inside the box.  Interesting details or a good back-story can get kids very involved, even when it is a little hard for them to read.  It can give them a great sense of accomplishment and identity to read it to themselves, or to tell their parent all about it.  And parents are likely to be very reinforcing -- right there in the store.  This can hardly hurt the product's chances of being bought.





Parents and older children often show real teamwork as they shop together, so ....


Appeal to the positive sides of the joint shopping experience for both mom & kid. Cast the kid as a helper and team player.  


Give models of "grown-up" shopping behavior to kids in your advertising copy:  models in which your product plays a pivotal role.  When kids emulate the example, they would feel a sense of accomplishment, and their parents would reinforce them.  Think of ways your product could become an integral prop in this positive type of interaction.  By giving them a concrete repertoire for teamwork in the store, you would bring parent and child closer together while enhancing the child's sense of autonomy and competence.  And you would significantly add to the benefit profile of your product.





Older children and their parents often plan ahead, so .... 


Provide supports to the planning process.  Coupons, lists, mnemonics (memory gimmicks) will all increase a product's odds.  We saw a number of kids who had brought along coupons for themselves.  Systematic distribution of coupons to kids might pay off for some products .. especially to kids whose moms use coupons.  


Reach them at home, where the planning gets done -- or on the road on the way to the store - via radio or outdoor.  Consider ways to get your symbols on the fridge door, for example, or the kitchen counter, or the kid's dresser.  


Get into their routine.  For families with older kids, many purchases are routine.  The kids and their moms have been through the process hundreds of times before.  To sell to them, the challenge is to find some way to become part of their routine. 


Make product placement in the store predictable for the pre-planned products.  Older kids (and moms who have had kids for a while) are not open-eyed explorers.  They know pretty much what they want and where to find it.  If they don't see the first-favored brand where they expect it, they may take the second-favored brand that is there instead -- rather than initiate a search through the store. 





Stepping back from the individual attributes, and going back to the cases themselves, one can get glimpses of larger, more general patterns.


1. Parent-child interactions are usually very positive and mutually rewarding.  Most parents happily wheeled their younger children around in carts, responding to their pointing, and eagerly used the store environment as a learning resource.  Parents with older children, again and again, showed signs of teamwork and cooperative planning.  At all ages, it appeared that parents and children gained genuine psychological rewards from shopping together.  It was also clear that some products contributed more to those mutual rewards than others.   Marketers who understand these rewards have an opportunity to make their products pivotal props in the positive interplay between parent and child. 


2. Although children of all ages show a great deal of impulsiveness and sensitivity to point-of-purchase stimuli,  there are signs that thoughtfulness and content-orientation become more frequent as children get older: the reading of labels, the teamwork with parents and the many signs of pre-planning all reflect this trend. 


3. Gesture and physical contact are extremely important to younger children.   These young consumers were not non-verbal -- the quantity (and amplitude) of their talking appears to have been at least as great as that of older children -- but they dealt with much the world primarily through a physical frame of reference.  Marketers who want to communicate vividly to them would do well to keep that in mind.





We found the time spent standing in aisles to be most worthwhile.  It gave us a perspective on parent-child interactions that we could not have gotten through after-the-fact interviews.  Coupled with a rigorous approach to analyzing the observations, we were able to see how important were the instore environment and the interactions between shoppers, in determining the choices which consumers make.  It gave us a picture of how children change as consumers as they grow and mature that should prove useful to marketers trying to target one age or another.  And it gave us a solid, "grounded," understanding of what really goes on, from which marketing guidelines could be built with confidence.





With a solid understanding of what goes on in stores,  marketers can develop products, displays and advertising which work together to enhance the fundamental rewards that parents and children seek when they go shopping.   








Footnote





Thanks are due to all the committee members and their colleagues who made the observations on which this study is built.   It was clear from the narratives that the field observations provoked much good thought and not a little amusement.   Companies who lent their staff and resources were: Child Growth & Development:, Children's Television Workshop,  General Mills, General Foods, NPD, Langbourne Rust Research  and Sheridan Associates.   Observations were made by Ellen Sackoff,  Jean O'Connor,  Barbara Gussaway,  D.Welcher,  Allison McMorris,  Martha Montes,  Julie Seyfert,  Susanne Rust,  Ned Rust,  Susan Shannon,  Jessica Lash,  Karen Serrano,  Mary Rae Esposito,  Ann Marie Burgie,  Elaine Bourke,  Raisa Gilmartin,  Jayne Zimmy,  Scheila Jalayer,  Eva Coromilas,  Lee Nielsen,  Dan Zeccola,  Maryanne Pagano,  Roseanne Sheridan and a number of perhaps too-modest observers who provided us with observations complete in every way except for a record of their authorship.  
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