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Abstract 

'Consuming Children': A sociological analysis of children's relationship with 
contemporary consumer culture 

The aim of this thesis is to identify and understand children's relationships with the 

world of consumption. Through the children's own narratives a picture emerges of the 
mediating properties of consumer goods in their wider social and personal friendships. 
Living in what could be described as a materially divided society this project explores 
how children make sense of those inequalities and what their experiences are in 

understanding their own socio-economic position compared to others and how it 
impacts on their relationships to consumer culture. A particular concern is that such 
relationships may be more complicated than they seem on the surface and that class 
has an especially significant impact on children's experience of consumption. The 

contention here is that the impact of material inequality on an individual's capacity to 
consume is in the context of the sociology of both consumption and childhood 
remains largely under-explored. Creative child-centred data collection methods were 
therefore used in order to prioritise children's 'voices' as a means of understanding 
the impact of consumption on their lives. This data was further complemented by 
interviews with parents and in this context parents' management of familial household 
budgets emerged as having a particularly important influence in determining the role 
of consumption as a resource in the dynamic that exists between children, their 
parents and friendship groups. The evidence collected here suggests that the role of 
consumer goods is central to children's participation in what passes for a 'non-nal' life 
in contemporary consumer society. Both the children and their parents are acutely 
aware of this and as such go to inordinate lengths to ensure their children are able to 
have the appropriate signifiers of inclusion in their peer group networks. Material 

possessions appear to provide a currency with which children trade, whilst offering 
them inclusion within their wider personal and social networks. This research has 

given 'consuming children' a forum within which they can articulate what role 
consumer goods occupy in their lives on a day-to-day basis and what it means to 
children if they are unable to participate fully in the society in which they live. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Over the last century a plethora of books, articles and journals have emerged within 

the sociological literature on consumption and consumerism in the modem or so- 

called 'postmodem' world. A great detail of attention has been paid to the roles of 

consumption as both an economic base for western societies and as a means by which 

individuals make statements about where they place themselves within the social 

order. That attention however, has focused principally on adult roles and their 

relationship to contemporary consumer culture. As the literature has evolved gaps 

have inevitably emerged where significant research questions have either not been 

addressed or further questions have been raised by the empirical work undertaken. 

This research will attempt to answer some of those questions and to begin to fill a part 

of the gap that exists in the sociology of consumption literature, namely, what role 

consumption plays in childrens everyday lived experiences. 

Children's relationship (as opposed to youth), to consumer culture is an area of the 

social world that still remains in its infancy (Buckingham, 2000). Originally studied 

within the nexus of the family, children living in contemporary western societies have 

now been identified as a powerful agent of leverage on parents shopping activities 

(McNeal, 1992; 1998, Gunter and Furnharn 1998). Additionally children are seen as 

having sizeable amounts of income of their own to spend on consumer goods. The 

marketing companies and the advertisers are acutely aware of this last point. In terms 

of understanding children's motivations and aspirations in relation to their shopping 



habits marketeers are way ahead of both sociologists and psychologists in 

understanding this multi-faceted and often complex aspect of young children's lives. 

This research intends to fill a small part of the gap that currently exists by identifying 

what the main issues are for children in their aspiration for material possessions. The 

major influences on their choice of goods, what meanings they attach to consumer 

goods and the importance of owning particular signifiers of consumer culture within 

their peer group networks are areas that will all be discussed and explored in 

subsequent chapters of this thesis. 

Familial household budgets are not necessarily evenly distributed within households 

and definitely not between households. Arguably levels of inequality and in particular 

child poverty levels have tripled over the last three decades (Gregg et al. 1998). Yet, 

on the surface there seems to be no abating of the levels of material possessions 

children own. How then, do families who do not have the same level of income and 

resources to commit to the purchase of children's material possessions allocate those 

resources and what are the motivations behind parents' expenditure on particular 

consumer items? Equally what the sociology of consumption literature appears to lack 

is an understanding of what it means to be a child living and experiencing issues of 

material inequality in a consumer based society. The changing nature of childhood 

over recent decades has left many adults and social commentators in a state of flux 

with many advocating the death of childhood (Postman, 1982; Moore 2001). The 

obituaries that are written tend to lament the end of an era or a particular type of 

childhood that, if we were to delve deeply enough, was probably only available for a 

proportion of children in the first place. However, social changes have occurred which 

have impacted on our understanding of the period in the lifecourse traditionally 
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known as childhood. One such change has been the increasing role that consumerism 

and consumer goods have come to play in our lives. Children as a social group have 

been heavily affected by these changes. The pervasiveness of the media, the increase 

of targeted advertising at children's needs through foods, leisure, clothing, music, 

toys, books have all resulted in a much more child-focused market place. This shift in 

how adults view these changes and how children themselves engage with markets that 

have been created specifically for them has been virtually uncharted territory within 

both sociological theory and research. 

The reasoning behind the various purchases that children make and how parents 

themselves view this aspect of their children's lives is a major focus of the research. 

The children in this study are of a young age (7-11) and as such, there is a need to talk 

with parents, as they will often be making the 'ultimate' purchase or providing the 

money for children to make the purchase themselves. To assess the familial dynamics 

of household budgeting and how parents manage the practicalities of providing 

children with the consumer goods that they want, for example, at Christmas and 

Birthdays is also an area of contemporary family life that has been explored within the 

research. 

In Chapter 21 will outline two significant eras in the evolution of the consumer, the 

first of which is industrialism and the opening up of the market to the masses. The 

second era that is seen to be of significance to this research is the latter part of the 

twentieth century. Bocock (1992) identifies this era as a time where arguably branded 

products and niche marketing of consumer goods and services became the conduit for 

the construction of individual identities. I will also be exploring the debate that 
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surrounds the concept of identity and how this has been seen to be integral to the 

individual's relationship to the world of consumption. This chapter will also discuss 

the meaning of material possessions to individuals and to reflect on Dittmar's 

suggestion that "the social sciences have taken time to recognise the significance of 

material objects and have been even slower in starting to examine the relationship 

between people and their things" (1992: 65). The communicative aspect of material 

possessions within their peer group relationships is therefore central to this study. 

Chapter 3 will argue that an individual's access to resources and the increased levels 

of inequality over the last three decades (Joseph Rowntree Foundation 1995; Harvey 

2001) is central to the consumption debate and has not been superseded by issues of 

identities. The suggestion in this chapter is that increased levels of material 

possessions over recent decades, due to the relative improvement of the standard of 

living is masking inequalities that lie beneath the surface. I will also be discussing 

why Bourdicu's focus on cultural capital may be a useful method of looking at 

intraclass differences in the use of and meanings attached to both consumer and 

leisure goods and services. Bauman's (1998) work on what it means to be poor and 

living in a consumer society will also be explored in this chapter. 

The specific focus in Chapter 4 will be on children's relationship to consumer culture 

and will chart where the concept of childhood has been historically and how it is 

constructed today. Fragmenting family structures have over the last century arguably 

resulted in different childhoods, as well as wider political and social policies affecting 

both the education of young people and the structures in place to support families and 

children living in Britain. The political ideologies that have supported the familial 
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changes and inequalities that we have experienced over the last three decades will be 

discussed as will the idea that in certain social groups parents have become 'cash-rich 

but time poor' (Rice, 2000). This chapter will also explore what influence social class 

has in shaping children's experience of a notion of childhood and how this relates to 

their roles as consumers. 

Looking at children's increasing media literacy (Buckingham 2000), the centrality of 

the media in children's and young people's lives combined with the pervasive 

medium of advertising are discourses that will also be outlined in Chapter 4. One such 

advertising phenomena is the concept of a market known as the 'tweenies' who are 

primarily 8-12 year-old children whose identity and positioning has generally evolved 

because of their consumer lifestyles and interaction with the world of contemporary 

consumer culture. The suggestion is that, perhaps the micro aspects of consumption 

are driving the macro social changes that we are experiencing in relation to children 

not only getting older younger, but in their increased awareness and engagement with 

the marketplace. 

Methodological issues of doing research with young children and the ethical 

dilemmas that ensue from design right through to completion of the project will be 

dealt with in Chapter 5. The need to gain different sorts of data from the children has 

meant that I have tried to incorporate creative methods which are equipped to 

understand differing aspects of their childhood's in relation to class, gender and 

consumption. Given the complexities inherent in working with a population of young 

children imaginative research methods were adopted to ensure the research would 
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gather the data required whilst being both meaningful and engaging to the children in 

the process. 

All the data generated from both the children and the parents will be described in 

Chapters 6 and 7 respectively. In Chapter 6 the main themes that emerged as key 

issues and responses to the research questions will be classified and grouped 

thematically. Focusing generally on which material possessions are important to 

children, what functions they serve, what influences them to want certain items and 

the strategies they adopt to acquire consumer goods. Chapter 7 focuses on how the 

parents viewed their children's relationships with consumer culture. Parents concerns 

focused heavily on the wider social changes that they felt have occurred over the last 

twenty years. For example, the levels of peer pressure parents' considered children to 

be under now compared to their own childhood had increased significantly. Influences 

on their children's requests for certain items were seen to be due to peer group culture 

and advertising. Parents own experiences of childhood in relation to consumption was 

a big factor in how they wanted their children to experience their childhoods. 

Overall then, this project aims to offer children a forum within which they can narrate 

their experiences of living in a consumer based society and will then be located and 

discussed within a wider sociological framework. This research will try to gain an 

understanding as to why children aspire to particular material possessions and with 

what meaning those possessions are subsequently endowed. Additionally the research 

will try to address the social and cultural dimensions of consumption in children's 

lives specifically looking at the effects that social class differences may or may not 

have on the process. 
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To summarise, this thesis aims to offer an empirically grounded assessment of the 

relationship between contemporary notions of childhood, class, consumption and 

identities for children and their parents living in two areas in a South West city which 

have very different socio-economic profiles. The main aim of targeting two areas was 

to highlight how socio-economic differences and issues of inequality impact on 

children's experiences to the consumption process. Such an approach aims to provide 

an antidote to overly rhetorical approaches to consumer society. It will also reinforce 

the fact that consumer lifestyles are often an expression of changing class dynamics 

and that the freedom to consume is much more complex and contradictory than it 

might appear on the surface. 
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