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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction, Dissertation Outline, and Conclusions 
 
 
 

 

Introduction 

Children today are faced with an environment that has become increasingly 

saturated by advertising (Calvert, 2008; Schor, 2005). The commercial world 

offers them important opportunities in terms of entertainment, learning and 
cultural experience, but there are also significant concerns about the undesired 

consequences for their well-being, including materialistic attitudes, parent-child 

conflict, and dietary behavior (Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2003; Moore, 2007). The 

issues surrounding children’s immersion in this pervasive commercial 

environment are further complicated by the fact that many child advocates and 

scholars have long expressed concerns about the appropriateness and fairness of 
advertising targeted at children. The primary concern is that children, until they 

reach adolescence, are less able to view advertising in a critical light. Compared 

to adults, children are thought to be considerably more helpless while being 

exposed to advertising and, therefore, more susceptible to its persuasive 

influence (see Kunkel et al., 2004). The long-held reasoning behind this notion is 
that children’s advertising-related knowledge (e.g., understanding of advertising’s 

intent and tactics) has yet to fully mature. This advertising-related knowledge has 
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often been referred to as advertising literacy (e.g., Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; 

Young, 1990).1 

Two important assumptions predominate in the debate on the fairness 

of child-directed advertising: (1) children have a lower level of advertising literacy 
than adults, and (2) advertising literacy reduces children’s susceptibility to 

advertising effects (see Kunkel et al., 2004; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006). 

However, although both assumptions are widely taken for granted, they lack a 

strong scientific foundation. Therefore, the main aim of this dissertation is to 

investigate the validity of these two assumptions. It is important to determine the 
extent to which the assumptions are supported by academic research, because 

they play a decisive role in the societal and political debate on children and 

advertising.  

Based in large part on these assumptions, many Western societies have 

implemented policies, either to protect children from advertising by advertising 

restrictions, or to increase their advertising literacy through interventions, such as 
advertising education programs (Gunter, Oates, & Blades, 2005). For instance, 

some European countries, such as Norway and Sweden, do not permit any 

television advertising to be directed toward children under 12 years of age, and 

no advertisements at all are allowed during children’s programs. In addition, 

other countries, such as the United Kingdom and the Netherlands, provide 
considerable amounts of state subsidy for the development of advertising 

education programs (e.g., Media Smart; Media Rakkers), assuming that these 

programs will empower children to become critical and skilled consumers. 

 

 
 

 
1 In the literature, several different terms have been used to refer to children’s 
advertising-related knowledge, including: cognitive advertising defenses (e.g., Rossiter & 
Robertson, 1974), persuasion knowledge (e.g., Wright, Friestad & Boush, 2005), and 
advertising literacy (e.g., Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Young, 1990). Throughout this 
dissertation, we will use ‘advertising literacy’ to describe children’s advertising knowledge, 
as this is currently the most prevalent term in the academic, societal, and political debate 
on children and advertising. As may be apparent from the original titles of the chapters 
in this dissertation, we have used several of the above mentioned terms in the published, 
accepted and submitted papers. For the sake of clarity, all terms have been changed into 
advertising literacy. 
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Assumption 1: Children Have a Lower Level of Advertising Literacy than 
Adults  

The first assumption that characterizes the child and advertising debate is that 
children have a lower level of advertising literacy than adults. However, in the 

debate as well as in the advertising literature, it remains completely unclear what 

it means to have an adult level of advertising literacy. Remarkably, there is a 

paucity of theorizing about adult understanding of advertising (cf., Wright, 

Friestad, & Boush, 2005). Moreover, the few theoretical models that can be 

found in the literature typically represent idealized levels of advertising literacy, 
and have not addressed adults’ actual literacy levels (Roberts, 1982; Friestad & 

Wright, 1994). It is important to empirically investigate the level of adult-like 

advertising literacy, because it is unlikely that all adults have perfect or ideal 

advertising understanding. Unfortunately, empirical investigations of adult-level 

advertising literacy and, more importantly, comparisons between adult and child 
levels are completely missing (Wright et al., 2005). Therefore, as yet, no 

conclusions can be drawn about the difference in advertising literacy level 

between children and adults. 

 

Assumption 2: Advertising Literacy Reduces Children’s Susceptibility to 
Advertising 

The second assumption that characterizes the child and advertising debate is that 

advertising literacy makes children less susceptible to advertising effects. 

Traditionally, most child and advertising theories assume that the main defense 

against advertising is a cognitive one and, therefore, advertising literacy can 
function as a filter when processing advertising messages. In this so-called 

‘cognitive defense view’, children who have the necessary advertising literacy will 

use (i.e., retrieve and apply) this literacy to critically process an advertising 

message while being exposed to it, making them less susceptible to its effects 

(Brucks, Armstrong, & Goldberg, 1988; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Rossiter & 
Robertson, 1974). However, the child and advertising literature does not provide 

convincing evidence that advertising literacy actually decreases children’s 

susceptibility to advertising effects. Only few studies have focused on the 

effectiveness of advertising literacy in reducing children’s advertising 

susceptibility, and the results are far from unequivocal (Chernin, 2007; 
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Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974; Ross et al., 1984). 

Moreover, the latest insights on psychological development and advertising 

processing suggest there are important theoretical shortcomings to the cognitive 

defense view (Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010; Moses & Baldwin, 2005; 
Nairn & Fine, 2008). Specifically, these insights suggest that even if children have 

the necessary advertising literacy in place, it does not necessarily follow that they 

will actually enact this literacy as a defense. 

 

The Aim and Focus of This Dissertation 

The aim of this dissertation is to expand the literature on children’s advertising 

literacy by providing theoretical and empirical insights on (a) the development of 

children’s advertising literacy into adult-like levels, and (b) the role of advertising 
literacy in reducing children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. It thereby 

focuses on 8- to 12-year-old children, traditional television advertising, and four 

components of advertising literacy (i.e., advertising recognition, understanding 

selling intent, understanding persuasive intent, and understanding persuasive 

tactics). 
 

Eight- to Twelve-Year-Old Children  

This dissertation focuses on children in the age of 8 to 12 years because it is 

generally assumed that the most important developmental changes in children’s 

advertising literacy occur between these ages (John, 1999). It has even been 

assumed that children’s advertising literacy reaches an adult-like level between 

the ages of 8 and 12 years (see Gunter & Furnham, 1998; Valkenburg & Cantor, 

2001). In addition, information processing theories suggest that even if children 
in this age group have the necessary advertising literacy in place, they may still 

lack the cognitive abilities to retrieve this literacy when confronted with 

advertising and to apply it as a critical defense (Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Roedder, 

1981). This may have major consequences for the role of advertising literacy in 

reducing 8- to 12-year-old children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. 
 

Television Advertising  

During the past few years, important changes have taken place in children’s 

commercial media environment. Although child-directed advertisers still focus 
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most of their expenditures on traditional television advertising, they are rapidly 

adopting new advertising practices (e.g., branded websites, advergames, product 

placement in games; Calvert, 2008; Moore, 2004, Schor, 2005). These advertising 

practices are fundamentally different from traditional television advertising and 
pose new challenges for young people’s advertising processing. Although 

insights into children’s advertising literacy with regard to these new advertising 

practices are of great importance, this dissertation focuses on traditional 

television advertising (i.e., commercials). The rationale for this choice is that, 

although researchers have been studying children’s television advertising literacy 
for close to 40 years, there are still some fundamental questions regarding the 

development of this literacy and its role in the persuasion process that have been 

left unanswered. This dissertation aims to address these questions and to expand 

and deepen the existing knowledge on children’s television advertising literacy. 

These in-depth insights are necessary to provide a basis for research investigating 

children’s ability to recognize, understand and cope with new advertising 
practices. 

 

Four Components of Advertising Literacy  

Several theoretical models provide insight into the advertising-related knowledge 

that children should acquire to be advertising literate (Friestad & Wright, 1994; 

John, 1999; Roberts, 1982; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). However, these models 

nearly all focus on different types of knowledge, and, therefore, do not provide a 
univocal conceptualization of advertising literacy. Despite this, all models assume 

that advertising literacy develops from very simple to more complex and abstract 

types of knowledge. In addition, most models agree that the ability to 

differentiate advertising from other media content (i.e., advertising recognition), 

and the ability to understand the nature and intent of advertising are the two 

most fundamental components of advertising literacy.  
To date, an extensive body of research has investigated children’s 

recognition and understanding of television advertising (for reviews see John, 

1999; Kunkel et al., 2004). However, most studies examining children’s 

understanding of advertising have only focused on the rather basic 

understanding that advertising tries to sell products (i.e., understanding selling 
intent). The above-mentioned models suggest that, to have a full grasp of 

advertising, children should also acquire two more sophisticated types of 
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understanding: first, the understanding that advertising attempts to influence 

consumers’ behavior by changing their attitudes and cognitions about a product 

(i.e., understanding persuasive intent), and, second, the understanding that 

advertisers use specific tactics to change consumers’ attitudes, cognitions, and 
behaviours (i.e., understanding persuasive tactics).  

 

Dissertation Outline 

This dissertation consists of four empirical studies and one theoretical essay, 

which are presented in the next chapters. All papers are either published, 

accepted, or submitted for publication. The content of the chapters in this 

dissertation is equal to the published, accepted or submitted papers. Being self-

contained, each chapter has its own abstract, introduction, discussion and 
reference list. This section provides a short summary of each chapter. Chapter 2 

and 3 focus on the assumption that children have a lower level of advertising 

literacy than adults, and chapter 4, 5, and 6 on the assumption that advertising 

literacy makes children less susceptible to advertising effects.  

 

Chapter 2: Advertising Recognition and Understanding of Advertising’s 

Intent  

The second chapter includes a survey study examining the development of 

children’s advertising literacy into adult-like levels. This study focused on three 

advertising literacy components: advertising recognition, understanding selling intent, and 
understanding persuasive intent. Several earlier studies have investigated children’s 

levels of recognition and understanding of advertising (for a review see John, 

1999; Kunkel et al., 2004), but none of these studies has empirically compared 

these levels to an adult benchmark. The aim of this study was to fill this gap in 

earlier research by investigating and comparing children (8-12 years; N = 294) 
and adults’ (>18 years; N = 198) advertising recognition and understanding of its 

intent. In addition, this study aimed to improve on earlier research by optimizing 

conceptual as well as methodological approaches to children’s understanding of 

advertising’s intent. More specifically, advertising’s selling intent is explicitly 

distinguished from advertising’s persuasive intent, and the research measures 
took into account the language and memory retrieval capacities of 8- to 12-year-

old children.  
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The findings showed that around the age of 10, most children had 

reached an adult level of advertising recognition. However, at age 12, children 

had still not acquired an adult-like understanding of advertising’s selling and 

persuasive intent. Finally, the results also showed that children developed the 
understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising noticeably later than the 

understanding of advertising’s selling intent. Although children showed a 

growing understanding of the selling intent as from the age of 8, their 

understanding of persuasive intent only showed a significant increase at an age of 

10 or 11.  
 

Chapter 3: Understanding of Advertisers’ Persuasive Tactics  

The study reported in the third chapter was an extension of the one presented in 
Chapter 2. This survey study also examined the development of children’s 

advertising literacy in adult-like levels thereby focusing on the fourth component 

of advertising literacy: understanding of advertisers’ persuasive tactics. To date, only 

sporadic research attention has been devoted to children’s understanding of how 

advertisers attempt to change their attitudes, cognitions, and behaviors, that is: 
which tactics advertisers use to elicit certain effects (Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 

1994). Therefore, the aim of this study was to investigate children's 

understanding of six popular tactics used by advertisers to elicit certain 

advertising effects, including ad repetition, product demonstration, peer 

popularity appeal, humor, celebrity endorsement, and premiums. To create a 
norm for correct understanding, 34 experts (i.e., advertisers of child products) 

were asked to fill out a survey in which they had to indicate what kind of effects 

(e.g., ad or product recall, learning, and liking) they intend to elicit by using each 

of the six tactics. Subsequently, children’s (8-12 years; N = 209) understanding 

of advertisers' intended effects of these tactics was investigated and compared to 

an adult sample (>18 years; N = 96).  
The findings of this study showed that children's understanding of 

advertisers' tactics increased progressively between the ages of 8 and 12, showing 

a significant increase around age 10. The age at which children reached an adult 

level of understanding differed by tactic. Children’s understanding of ad 

repetition, peer popularity appeal, and premiums reached an adult level from the 
age of 10.  However, product demonstration turned out to be the most difficult 

to understand, all children scored significantly lower than adults. Finally, the 
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results showed that for celebrity endorsement 10- to 12-year-olds displayed a 

better grasp of advertisers’ intentions than adults did. 

 

Chapter 4: Advertising Literacy and Children’s Advertised Product Desire  

The fourth chapter focuses on the assumption that advertising literacy reduces 

children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. Although this assumption is widely 
accepted in both the academic and societal debate on children and advertising, 

supportive empirical evidence is lacking. This survey study aimed to fill this gap 

by investigating whether children’s (8-12 years; N = 296) advertising literacy (i.e., 

advertising recognition, understanding selling intent, understanding persuasive 

intent) can reduce the effect of television advertising exposure and their desire 

for advertised products. In other words, it was the aim to investigate whether 
children’s level of advertising literacy moderated the relation between advertising 

exposure and desire for advertised products. 

The study yielded three important findings. First, children’s recognition 

of advertising and their understanding of its selling intent did not make them less 

susceptible to the persuasive influence of advertising. More specifically, 
recognition of advertising and understanding of its selling intent were not 

effective in reducing the relation between advertising exposure and their desire 

for advertised products. Second, understanding of the persuasive intent of 

advertising did reduce the relation between advertising exposure and children’s 

desire for advertised products, but only among the older children in the sample 
(ages 10-12). Third, for the younger children, understanding of advertising’s 

persuasive intent had an opposite effect, that is, it increased the exposure-

product desire relation. In other words, young children with a better 

understanding of persuasive intent were more susceptible to advertising’s 

persuasive influence. An explanation for this counterintuitive finding, is that for 

children with higher levels of advertising literacy, it may be easier to process the 
persuasive content of advertising messages. Given the assumption that children 

younger that 10 years do not yet use their advertising literacy to think critically 

about a these messages, this may result in stronger advertising effects. 
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Chapter 5: Cognitive and Affective Advertising Defense Mechanisms  

The fifth chapter also focuses on the assumption that advertising literacy reduces 

children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. The study described here aimed to 

reveal the role of children’s defense responses (i.e., critical thoughts) in the 

process of persuasion. More specifically, this study examined if children (8-12 

years; N = 163) produce defense responses while being exposed to a television 
commercial and how these responses can lead to reduced susceptibility to its 

effects. In this study, susceptibility to advertising is conceptualized as children’s 

attitude toward the advertised brand. A conceptual model of children’s 

advertising defenses was developed, including two hypothesized paths to 

reduced attitudes toward the brand: a cognitive and an affective path. The 

cognitive defense path in this model explains how cognitive defense responses 
(i.e., critical thoughts based on prior knowledge, for instance advertising literacy) 

can reduce children’s attitude toward the advertised brand by enhancing their 

skepticism toward the commercial. The affective defense path explains how 

affective defense responses (i.e., critical thoughts based on affect) can reduce 

children’s attitude toward the advertised brand by decreasing their liking of the 
commercial. In addition, the hypothesized paths were compared for two 

thought-elicitation methods: think-aloud (i.e., verbalizing thoughts while 

concurrently viewing a commercial) and thought-listing (i.e., retrospectively 

providing verbal reports of thoughts while viewing a commercial).  

The findings of this study showed that both cognitive and affective 
defense mechanisms can play an important role in reducing children’s 

susceptibility to advertising effects. In addition, the results demonstrated that the 

effectiveness of the defense paths in reducing susceptibility differed between 

children in the thought-listing and the think-aloud group. Specifically, for 

children in the think-aloud group both the cognitive and affective defense path 

were successful in reducing susceptibility, whereas for children in the thought-
listing group only the affective defense path was effective. This indicates that the 

two thought-elicitation methods differentially affected the way children 

processed the commercial, in that, compared to thought-listing, the think-aloud 

method stimulated children’s level of cognitive processing. In other words, 

prompting children to tell what they were thinking while viewing the commercial 
may have functioned as a cue that increased their motivation and ability to 

critically process the commercial.  
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Chapter 6: Rethinking the Concept of Children’s Advertising Literacy  

The final chapter of this dissertation provides a critical theoretical reflection on 

the role of advertising literacy in reducing children’s susceptibility to advertising. 

More specifically, in this essay the widely adopted cognitive defense view is 

challenged. This view assumes that children who have acquired the necessary 

advertising literacy will use this literacy to critically process the ads they 
encounter, making them less susceptible to its effects. Based on the findings of 

the studies presented in chapter 4 and 5 and the latest insights on psychological 

development and advertising processing, it is argued in this essay that the affect-

based nature of contemporary advertising in combination with children’s 

immature cognitive abilities keep them from autonomously employing their 

advertising literacy as a critical defense against advertising. Therefore, the current 
theoretical conception of advertising literacy, in which it is primarily defined as a 

cognitive construct, needs to be revisited. A new three-dimensional 

conceptualization of advertising literacy is proposed, including (1) conceptual 

advertising literacy – conceptual knowledge of advertising (e.g., understanding 

advertising’s intent and tactics), (2) advertising literacy performance – retrieving and 
applying conceptual advertising literacy while processing advertising, and (3) 

attitudinal advertising literacy – general critical attitudes toward advertising (e.g., 

skepticism and disliking of advertising). Based on this new conceptualization, it is 

recommended that future research pays more attention to the stimulation of 

advertising literacy performance and the role of attitudinal advertising literacy. 
 

Conclusions and Implications 

The aim of this dissertation was twofold. The first aim was to investigate the 
development of children’s advertising literacy into adult-like levels, and the 

second aim to examine the role of advertising literacy in reducing children’s 

susceptibility to advertising effects. In doing so, this dissertation not only 

expands and deepens the existing theoretical and empirical insights on children’s 

advertising literacy, but also contributes substantially to the societal and political 
debate on children and advertising. When debating the fairness of child-directed 

advertising, a crucial first step is to obtain an accurate picture of children’s level 

of advertising literacy and of how this literacy is related to their advertising 

susceptibility. This section provides the main conclusions and implications for 
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future theorizing and research. In addition, the practical implications for the 

ongoing societal and political debate are discussed. 

 

Assumption 1: Children Have a Lower Level of Advertising Literacy than 
Adults  

The insights presented in the first part of this dissertation (chapter 2 and 3) lead 

to two main conclusions and implications for future theorizing and research on 

the development of children’s advertising literacy. First, the age of 10 marks an 

important shift in children’s advertising literacy. This dissertation demonstrated 
that children’s more sophisticated understanding of advertising, that is their 

understanding of advertising’s persuasive intent and of advertisers’ persuasive 

tactics, increases considerably around age 10 (Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 

2010a; in press). This important shift can be explained by the major changes that 

occur in children’s socio-cognitive capabilities around that age, more specifically, 
in their ability to take into consideration others’ perspectives and to reason on an 

abstract level (Gunter et al., 2005; John, 1999). That is, to understand 

advertising’s persuasive intent and tactics, children should have an appreciation 

of second-order mental states (i.e., the insight that advertisers attempt to change 

one’s mental states, for instance, attitudes and cognitions about the product or 
ad; Moses & Baldwin, 2005). Such an appreciation requires the ability to 

understand that advertisers have other perspectives and interests than one’s own 

and the ability of inferential “if-then” reasoning. This type of reasoning is 

necessary to link the use of certain persuasive tactics (e.g., if an ad is very 

funny...”) to a certain intended outcome (“...then the makers of the ad want to 

make me like the ad better”).  
Second, the age at which children reach an adult-like level of advertising 

literacy depends largely on the sample that is used as a benchmark for 

comparison. For instance, this dissertation demonstrated that, when a university 

student sample is used as an adult benchmark, children have still not acquired an 

adult-like understanding of advertising’s selling and persuasive intent at age 12 
(Rozendaal et al., 2010a). However, when a sample is used that is more 

representative for the adult population, the conclusion is that children have 

reached an adult-like understanding of persuasive tactics – which is, as argued 

above, conceptually related to the understanding of persuasive intent – around 

the age of 10 (Rozendaal et al., in press). These findings emphasize that there is 
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no uniform level of adult advertising literacy. Like children, adults can differ 

considerably with respect to their advertising literacy level. Due to differences in 

overall intellectual abilities or economic advantages, university students are likely 

to have a higher level of advertising literacy than the general adult population. 
Therefore, using an university student sample will result in a higher benchmark 

level for children’s advertising literacy.  

An important question is: Which adult benchmark should we use to 

compare children’s level of advertising literacy against? From a consumer 

education point of view, the normative standard for children’s advertising 
literacy should be rather high, because the aim is to educate children to become 

independent, skilled and critical consumers. Comparing children with a highly 

educated sample may be most appropriate here, as from all demographic groups 

highly educated people probably most closely represent the idealized adult level 

of advertising literacy that is discussed in the theoretical literature. However, 

from a public policy point of view, other criteria may determine the normative 
benchmark to which children’s level of advertising literacy should be compared. 

In many Western countries, several regulatory policies exist aimed at protecting 

the general population from being exposed to and influenced by certain kinds of 

advertising. In addition to these general advertising policies, some countries (e.g., 

the Netherlands, United Kingdom) have also implemented policies especially 
designed to protect children (European Advertising Standards Alliance, 2010). 

Such policies are often guided by the assumption that children differ in their 

knowledge of and reactions to advertising from the general adult population, 

and, therefore, need special protection (Bandyopadhyay, Kindra, & Sharp, 2001). 

Comparing children with an adult sample that is representative of the general 
population may be most appropriate here, because insights on the actual 

differences between children and the general adult population can help policy 

makers assess whether policies that treat children as a special advertising 

audience are necessary and accurate.  

This dissertation was the first to empirically investigate and compare 

children’s and adults’ level of advertising literacy, and can provide a starting 
point for future research. First, this dissertation focused on four important 

components of advertising literacy, including advertising recognition, 

understanding selling intent, understanding persuasive intent, and understanding 

tactics. However, there may be other types of knowledge, such as the 

understanding that persuasive messages are biased, that children should acquire 
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to be advertising literate. Further research is needed to investigate whether the 

patterns observed for the components investigated in this dissertation hold for 

other components of advertising literacy as well. Second, more research is 

needed on the level of advertising literacy of different population groups. For 
instance, future research should investigate and compare the level of advertising 

literacy of people over the life span (e.g., adolescents, elderly people) and of 

people with different social backgrounds (e.g., educational level, income, ethnic 

background). As argued before, adults may differ substantially in their advertising 

literacy levels, which, in turn, may influence the way they are affected by 
advertising. Finally, future research should investigate how the results of this 

dissertation hold for advertising in new media. It is likely that children (and 

adults) will have greater difficulty recognizing and understanding these new 

advertising practices.  

 

Assumption 2: Advertising Literacy Reduces Children’s Susceptibility to 
Advertising 

The insights presented in the second part of this dissertation (Chapter 4, 5, and 

6) lead to three main conclusions and implications for future theorizing and 

research into the role of advertising literacy in children’s susceptibility to 
advertising. First, and most importantly, the cognitive defense view should be 

reconsidered. This dissertation demonstrated that there are important limitations 

to the effectiveness of advertising literacy in reducing children’s susceptibility to 

advertising effects (Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2009; 2010b). Due to the 

combination of immature executive functioning and emotion regulation skills 

and the nature of persuasion in child-directed advertising, children have major 
difficulty in using their conceptual advertising literacy as a defense against 

advertising (Rozendaal, Lapierre, Buijzen, & Van Reijmersdal, 2010). Even 

though children possess all the necessary cognitive advertising knowledge (i.e., 

conceptual competence) they are not yet able to autonomously retrieve and apply 

this knowledge when exposed to advertising (i.e., performance).  
However, conceptual advertising literacy can be successful in reducing 

children’s susceptibility to advertising when they are triggered to use that literacy. 

This dissertation showed that an intervention that triggers children to think 

about what they see and hear while viewing a commercial, can effectively reduce 

their advertising susceptibility (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). These findings indicate 
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that thought-triggering comments during advertising exposure can facilitate 

children’s ‘stop and think’ response and, with that, their advertising literacy 

performance. Future research should further investigate the conditions under 

which children in different developmental age groups are able to retrieve their 
conceptual advertising literacy and use it as a defense against advertising.  

Second, more attention is needed for the attitudinal dimension of 

advertising literacy.  Existing research has predominantly focused on the role of 

conceptual advertising literacy (e.g., understanding of advertising’s intent) in 

children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. However, general critical attitudes 
towards advertising, such as disliking and skepticism of advertising, may 

potentially play an enormous role in shaping how children respond to persuasive 

appeals. That is, children who hold more critical attitudes toward advertising in 

general may respond more negatively when exposed to a specific advertising 

message which, in turn, can make them less susceptible to its effects (D’Alessio, 

Laghi, Baiocco, 2009; Derbaix & Pecheux, 2003; Lutz, 1985; MacKenzie & Lutz, 
1989). In this dissertation it was shown that children’s negative affective 

responses while viewing a television commercial reduced their susceptibility to its 

effects (i.e., affective defense mechanism). Moreover, it was shown that affective 

defense mechanisms can lead to reduced advertising susceptibility even when 

children are not motivated or able (for instance through limited cognitive 
abilities) to process an advertising message elaborately (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). 

Future research should further examine how children’s attitudinal advertising 

literacy can be successful in altering their responses to persuasive messages. 

Third, most earlier research on the efficacy of advertising literacy has 

focused on the direct relation between one or more advertising literacy variables 
and advertising effects. However, the mechanisms underlying this relation have 

received far less research attention. In our view, it is important to not only focus 

on the outcomes of advertising literacy, but also understand the specific ways 

that this literacy may influence the persuasion process. This dissertation 

demonstrated that both cognitive and affective mechanisms play an important 

role in defending against persuasion (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). However, to 
further validate the assumption that cognitive and attitudinal advertising literacy 

operate via different mechanisms (i.e., high versus low elaboration), we need 

more insight into the psychological process through which children with varying 

levels of these literacy dimensions are persuaded.  



Introduction 

21 

Future research should reveal if and how advertising literacy and 

interventions aimed to stimulate this literacy can change the persuasion process 

in children. By doing so, these studies could draw on the more developed adult 

persuasion and information processing literatures (cf. Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal 
& Owen, 2010). Moreover, incorporating the findings and theories from the 

adult literature (while also keeping in mind the tremendous developmental 

differences between children and adults) into the child literature would represent 

an enormous step forward for the field. As it stands now, there have been 

virtually no tests of these theories with children (Livingstone & Helsper, 2006).   
 

Practical Implications 

This dissertation also has important implications for the ongoing societal and 
political debate about children and advertising. As noted earlier, in many Western 

societies public and political attention is increasingly drawn toward methods 

reducing children’s susceptibility to advertising, including advertising education 

programs aimed at increasing children’s advertising literacy. Although earlier 

studies have found that such interventions can successfully stimulate advertising 
literacy (Brucks et al., 1988; Donohue, Henke, & Meyer, 1983; Feshbach, 

Feshbach, & Cohen, 1982; Hobbs & Frost, 2003; Roberts et al., 1980), these 

efforts do not necessarily enable children to defend themselves against advertising. 

This underlines the importance for policy makers to develop educational 

interventions based on scientific insights into children’s processing of advertising, 
and, as argued by Wright et al. (2005), the need to examine experimentally the 

effectiveness of such interventions.  

 

Reformulating the goal of advertising interventions.  It has often 

been assumed that the main objective of interventions aimed to increase 

children’s advertising literacy is to immunize children against advertising (Eagle, 

2007; Gunter et al., 2005). However, it is an illusion to think that advertising 

interventions can make children resistant to advertising effects. After all, this 
would imply that adults, who presumably have the necessary advertising literacy 

and requisite cognitive functioning to employ defenses, are not susceptible to 

persuasive advertising messages. Although interventions may not immunize 

children against advertising effects, they do have the potential to alter the way 
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children process advertising and thereby reduce the chance they are unfairly 

persuaded.   

But what is fair? Fair persuasion may involve two things: (1) a child 

should be aware of the advertising message and its intent, and (2) the advertising 
message shouldn’t overwhelm children’s cognitive and affective resources so 

they have the opportunity to critically evaluate the message (i.e., ability to retrieve 

and apply their advertising literacy while being exposed to advertising). 

Therefore, the primary goal of advertising interventions should be to reduce 

unfair persuasion by increasing children’s recognition and understanding of different 
types of advertising messages and by stimulating and facilitating children’s ability 

and motivation to use their advertising literacy to critically process advertising 

messages (cf., Harris, Brownell, & Bargh, 2009). 

 

Reformulating the focus of advertising interventions. The focus of 

advertising interventions should be reformulated in four ways. First, 

interventions should be tailored to the content and structure of child-directed 

advertisements. That is, interventions should focus more on the subtle and 
indirect persuasive tactics used by advertisers. Showing children examples of 

these tactics and explaining to them why those tactics are there may advance the 

moment ‘change of meaning’ occurs (cf., Friestad & Wright, 1999), that is, the 

age at which children come to realize that some aspects of an advertising 

message (e.g., a couple of happy children playing with the advertised product) are 
intentional attempts of advertisers to persuade them. Second, interventions 

should not only focus on the conceptual dimension of advertising literacy (e.g., 

understanding intent and tactics), but also its attitudinal dimension (e.g., 

disliking). This dissertation showed that the latter is more effective in influencing 

the persuasion process (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). Therefore, in addition to 

explaining the concept of advertising, interventions should explicitly question its 
entertainment value in order to install less favorable attitudes toward advertising.  

Third, more attention is needed for thought-triggering interventions 

during advertising exposure, as these interventions can be effective in reducing 

children’s advertising susceptibility (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). For instance, 

parents and others involved in the daily care of children could provide them with 
comments encouraging them to think about what they see and hear while 

watching television commercials. Finally, interventions should make a distinction 

between different persuasive messages (e.g., public service announcements 
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versus toy commercials). Children should be taught that not all persuasive 

messages are deceptive, but that its credibility depends largely on the source and 

the type of product advertised. Nevertheless, all persuasive messages should be 

assessed critically.  
 

Reconsidering regulatory policies. Advertising literacy interventions 

alone are not enough. To reduce unfair persuasion there is also a need for clear 

policies that restrict and regulate advertising practices that overwhelm children’s 

cognitive and affective resources. Existing restrictive policies to protect children 

from advertising, which primarily focus on traditional advertising practices (e.g,. 

television commercials), rely heavily on the age at which they are able to 

recognize and understand the intent of advertising. These policies are based on 
the belief that the age of 8 marks an important shift in children’s advertising 

literacy, which in this context is often defined as the rather basic understanding 

that advertising tries to sell products (i.e., understanding selling intent). However, 

the findings of this dissertation suggest that the age of 10 may be a more 

appropriate criterion for restrictive policy decisions. Before this age, most 
children have not yet acquired an adult level of the more sophisticated types of 

understanding children need to have a full grasp of advertising (i.e., 

understanding advertising’s persuasive intent, understanding advertisers’ tactics).  

In addition, insights on children’s ability to use their advertising literacy 

as a defense against advertising effects should gain a more prominent role in 
policy decision making. As was shown in this dissertation, children under the age 

of twelve are unlikely to spontaneously retrieve and apply their advertising 

literacy while being exposed to an advertising message, unless they are triggered 

to do so. Policy makers could help children defend themselves against 

advertising by designing regulations requiring advertisers to insert cues that 

stimulate children’s ability and motivation to use their advertising literacy as a 
critical defense against advertising. Further research should reveal what kind of 

cues can be effective in triggering children’s use of their advertising literacy in a 

natural context of advertising exposure.   
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Chapter 2  
 

Comparing Children’s and Adults’ Advertising 

Recognition and Understanding of Advertising’s Intent 1 
 

 
 

 

Abstract 

This study examines the age at which children reach adult levels of advertising 

literacy. In a computer-assisted survey of 294 children (8-12 years) and 198 adults 

(18-30 years), we investigate at what age children reach adult levels of a) 

advertising recognition, and b) understanding of advertising’s selling and 
persuasive intent. Our findings show that around the age of 9-10, most children 

have reached an adult level of advertising recognition. However, at age 12, 

children have still not acquired an adult-like understanding of advertising’s selling 

and persuasive intent. Finally, children’s understanding of the selling intent of 

advertising develops before their understanding of its persuasive intent. 

 
1 This chapter was published as: Rozendaal, E., Buijzen, M., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2010). 
Comparing children’s and adults’ cognitive advertising competences in the Netherlands. 
Journal of Children and Media, 4, 77-89.  
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Introduction 

Ever since children were recognized as a consumer market, the topic of 

advertising and children has been the subject of considerable debate (Kunkel et 

al., 2004). Critics of child-directed advertising, such as policy makers, parents, 

and consumer advocates, assume that children are less able to defend themselves 

against advertising than adults because they lack the cognitive skills to 
understand the nature and intent of advertising (see Bandyopadhyay, Kindra, & 

Sharp, 2001; Kunkel et al., 2004). These critics are concerned about the 

appropriateness and fairness of advertising targeted at young children. However, 

proponents of advertising, such as manufacturers and marketers of child 

products, hold a contrary view. They often claim that children are skilled 

consumers who are capable of critically processing commercial messages (see 
Bandyopadhyay et al., 2001). 

Inspired by this public debate, academic research on children and 

advertising has often focused on the development of children’s advertising 

literacy (see John, 1999; Kunkel et al., 2004; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006). It is 

generally assumed that this literacy determine children’s susceptibility to 
advertising effects (Brucks, Armstrong, & Goldberg, 1988; Gunter, Oates, & 

Blades, 2005; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). Most studies have focused on two 

components of advertising literacy: (a) recognition of advertising -- that is, children’s 

ability to distinguish commercials from regular television programming based on 

perceptual features (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2001; Kunkel et al., 2004); and (b) 
understanding of advertising – that is, their ability to understand the intent of 

advertising (John, 1999; Martin, 1997). 

To date, research has yielded a number of important insights about the 

development of advertising literacy. First, it develops as children mature (Wright, 

Friestad, & Boush, 2005). As cognitive abilities increase during childhood, 

children are progressively able to recognize advertising and understand 
advertising’s intent. Second, the ability to recognize advertising develops at an 

earlier age than the ability to understand its intent. For instance, studies have 

shown that by the age of 5, about three quarters of children can recognize 

advertising based on perceptual features (e.g., Butter, Popovich, Stackhouse, & 

Garner, 1981; Levin, Petros, & Petrella, 1982; Stephens & Stutss, 1982), whereas 
only a minority understand the intent of advertising (e.g., Butter et al., 1981; 

Stephens & Stutts, 1982; Stutts, Vance, & Hundelson, 1981). By the age of 8, 
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nearly all children are able to recognize advertising (e.g., Bijmolt, Claassen, & 

Brus, 1998; Stutts et al., 1981), and about three quarters understand its intent 

(e.g., Bever, Smith, Bengen, & Johnson, 1975; Rubin, 1974; Wilson & Weiss, 

1992). 
Most studies assume that children’s advertising literacy fully develop 

between the ages of 8 and 12 years (see Gunter & Furnham, 1998; Valkenburg & 

Cantor, 2001). However, much of the evidence remains descriptive and does not 

permit meaningful interpretation of the observed levels of this literacy. More 

specifically, most studies focus on the level of children’s recognition and 
understanding of advertising, but do not take a normative stance of what that 

level should be. It is the aim of the present study to fill this gap and to provide a 

benchmark for children’s level of advertising literacy. 

In their comprehensive review of the literature, Wright et al. (2005) have 

argued that most studies implicitly assume that children’s advertising literacy 

develops gradually up to an adult level. Following this line of reasoning, such an 
adult level would represent a benchmark for children’s literacy. Therefore, a 

starting point for research on children’s advertising literacy should be to compare 

children’s and adults’ levels of this literacy. Remarkably, there is a paucity of 

theorizing about adult knowledge of advertising (Wright et al., 2005). In addition, 

the few theoretical models that can be found in the literature typically represent 
idealized levels of advertising literacy, and have not addressed adults’ actual 

advertising knowledge (Roberts, 1983; Friestad & Wright, 1994).  

It is important to empirically investigate the level of adult-like 

advertising literacy, because it is unlikely that all adults have perfect or ideal 

advertising knowledge. Unfortunately, empirical investigations of adult-level 
advertising literacy are completely missing (Wright et al., 2005). In this study we 

investigate and compare recognition of advertising and understanding of 

advertising’s intent in a child sample (8-12 years) and an adult sample (18-30 

years). This benchmark comparison enables us to draw conclusions about the 

age at which children reach adult levels of advertising literacy. Because research 

on children and advertising originates from the concern that children are more 
vulnerable to advertising effects than adults are (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2001; 

Kunkel et al., 2004), the comparison between children and adults is central to 

research investigating the developmental progression in children’s advertising 

literacy (Wright et al., 2005). 

 



Chapter 2 

 34 

Theory and Research on Children’s Advertising Literacy 

No univocal conceptualization of advertising literacy can be found in the 

literature. Although several theoretical models (Friestad & Wright, 1994; John, 

1999; Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Roberts, 1983) provide insight into advertising-

related knowledge and skills that children must acquire, they nearly all focus on 

different possible components of advertising literacy. However, it is generally 
assumed that advertising literacy develops from very simple to more complex 

and abstract types of knowledge. In addition, most models agree that the ability 

to distinguish between advertising and programs and the ability to understand 

advertising’s intent are the two most basic and firstly developed advertising 

literacy skills. This presumably explains why empirical research has mainly 

focused on these two critical components of advertising literacy. 
Research into children’s advertising literacy relies heavily on frameworks 

established by developmental psychologists. The changes children undergo in 

cognitive and social maturation are thought to explain many of the changes 

observed in their advertising literacy as they grow older (Gunter et al., 2005). 

Most studies have been inspired by Piaget’s (1929) theory of cognitive 
development, although other theoretical approaches have also been used, 

including information-processing theory (Roedder, 1981), Selman’s (1980) 

framework of social perspective taking, and more recently, the theory of mind 

paradigm (Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Wellman, 1990). All these approaches 

identify a positive effect of age on the development of children’s ability to 
recognize advertising and programs as well as their ability to understand 

advertising’s intent.  

 

Recognition of advertising. Recognition of advertising is generally 

defined as the ability to distinguish commercial content from regular television 

programming (Gunter & Furnham, 1998; Ward, Wackman, & Wartella, 1977; 

Young, 1990). Based on most developmental theories, children should start to 

develop the ability to distinguish commercials and programs around the age of 3, 
primarily based on perceptual features, and by 7 most children should have 

mastered this ability. 

To our knowledge seven academic studies have investigated children’s 

recognition of advertising (Bijmolt et al., 1998; Butter et al., 1981; Gaines & 

Esserman, 1981; Levin et al., 1982; Palmer & McDowell, 1979; Stephens & 
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Stutts, 1982; Stutts et al., 1981). A common technique used to measure the ability 

to recognize advertising, is showing children a television program and asking 

them to indicate when a commercial comes on (e.g., Bijmolt et al., 1998; Butter 

et al., 1981; Gaines & Esserman, 1981). The empirical evidence from these 
studies, which all focused on children of 8 years and younger, is reasonably 

consistent. They all indicate that the majority of 8-year-olds can distinguish 

commercials and programs correctly. For example, Bijmolt et al. (1998) found 

that 90% of 5- to 8-year-olds recognized the transition from a television program 

to a commercial, and vice versa. In addition, a study by Gaines and Esserman 
(1981) showed that the majority of the 4- to 8-year-olds could distinguish 

commercials from television programs.  

However, although most scholars agree that the majority of children are 

able to recognize the difference between advertising and programs by the age of 

8, the question remains when children have reached an adult level of advertising 

recognition. By comparing children’s and adults’ levels of advertising 
recognition, we investigate the following research question: 

 

RQ1: At what age do children reach an adult level of advertising recognition? 

 

Understanding advertising intent. Two different types of advertising 

intent have been distinguished: selling and persuasive intent (Kunkel et al., 2004; 

Young, 1990). The selling intent of advertising is defined as the advertiser’s 
attempt to influence consumers’ behavior directly, namely to induce them to buy 

a product (Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Willson & Weiss, 1992). Persuasive intent is 

defined somewhat more broadly, as the advertiser’s attempt to influence 

consumer behavior indirectly, by changing their mental state, for instance their 

desires and beliefs about a product (Moses & Baldwin, 2005). It is generally 

assumed that children start to develop an understanding of the selling and 
persuasive intent of advertising from the age of 8 (Kunkel et al., 2004). In 

addition, from a theory of mind perspective, children are expected to understand 

selling intent at an earlier age than persuasive intent. According to Moses and 

Baldwin it is easier for children to understand that advertisers try to change their 

behavior (i.e., selling intent) than to understand that they try to change their 
mental states (i.e., persuasive intent). 

In the literature, remarkably little has been theorized about the age at 

which children reach an adult level of understanding of advertising’s selling and 
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persuasive intent. Despite this, some researchers assume that children have an 

adult-like understanding of advertising’s selling and persuasive intent by the age 

of 12 (Gunter et al., 2005; Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Gunter et al. (2005) 

based their assumption on Piaget’s argument that children of this age are able to 
think about problems in a similar way to adults and to reason and learn from 

experience. 

As yet, empirical studies have not provided us with definite insights 

either. Over 30 studies have examined children’s understanding of advertising’s 

intent (for reviews see John, 1999; Martin, 1997). However, these studies have 
yielded inconsistent results regarding the age at which children understand the 

intent of advertising. A possible explanation might lie in the conceptual 

treatment of selling and persuasive intent. Although many different terms have 

been used when referring to advertising’s intent (e.g., selling intent, persuasive 

intent, commercial intent), most studies actually investigated children’s 

understanding of its selling intent (e.g., Paget, Kritt, & Bergemann, 1984; 
Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). These studies showed high levels of understanding. 

For instance, Robertson and Rossiter (1974) showed that 99% of 10 and 11-year-

olds and 87% of 8 and 9-year-olds understood advertising’s selling intent. 

In contrast, the few studies that have measured children’s more 

sophisticated understanding of advertising’s persuasive intent reported 
considerably lower percentages (Blosser & Roberts, 1985; Donohue, Meyer, & 

Henke, 1978; Oates, Blades, & Gunter, 2002). For example, Oates et al. (2002) 

found that only 36% of 10-year-olds and 25% of 8-year-olds could articulate the 

persuasive intent of advertising after exposure to a commercial message. This is 

in line with Moses & Baldwin’s (2005) assumption that it is easier for children to 
understand that advertisers try to change their behavior (i.e., selling intent) than 

to understand that they try to change their mental states (i.e., persuasive intent). 

However, neither the studies investigating selling intent, nor the ones studying 

persuasive intent have answered the question of when children have reached an 

adult level of advertising understanding. 

In the present study we therefore investigate both types of advertising 
understanding and compare children’s and adults’ levels of understanding 

advertising’s selling and persuasive intent. We define understanding of selling 

intent as understanding that a commercial wants the viewer to buy a product, 

and understanding of persuasive intent as understanding that a commercial wants 
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to change someone’s attitude toward the advertised product. We investigate the 

following research question: 

 

RQ2: At what age do children reach adult levels of understanding of 
advertising’s selling and persuasive intent? 

 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Children. A total of 294 children between the ages of 8 and 12 

participated in the study. The children were recruited from three elementary 

schools in different urban and suburban areas in the Netherlands. In previous 
Dutch studies this recruitment procedure has been shown to result in a varied 

sample in terms of socio-economic and cultural backgrounds (Buijzen, 

Schuurman, & Bomhof, 2008; Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2003). The sample 

consisted of 155 boys (52.7%) and 139 girls (47.3%). The children were grouped 

into four age groups: 8-9 years (grade 3; 24.1%), 9-10 years (grade 4; 26.5%), 10-
11 years (grade 5; 24.5%), 11-12 years (grade 6; 24.8%).  

Prior to the implementation of the survey, institutional approval, 

parental consent, and children’s informed consent were obtained. Children were 

notified that the study would be about television and advertising and that they 

could stop participating at any time they wished. A female researcher brought the 

children to the school’s computer room in groups of 4 to 6. After a short 
introduction, she instructed the children to put on a headphone and start the 

computer-assisted online survey. We preferred a computer-assisted survey mode 

to more traditional modes of surveying, because this method is particularly 

appropriate for children in this age range (Borgers, De Leeuw, & Hox, 2000) and 

it allowed us to include audio-visual material.  
In the survey, participants watched child-directed television commercials 

and fragments of television programs. After each commercial or program 

fragment, participants were presented with a questions measuring their 

recognition of advertising. In addition, for each commercial participants were 

asked to answer two questions measuring their understanding of its selling and 
persuasive intent. All commercial and program fragments were 20 to 30 seconds 

long and had been videotaped from three children’s television channels one and 
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a half years prior to the survey. After completing the survey, that took about 15 

to 25 minutes, the children were given a present. 

 

Adults. In addition, a total of 198 undergraduate students from a large 

Dutch university with students from various socio-economic and cultural 

backgrounds participated in the study to provide an adult benchmark. The adult 
sample consisted of 76 male (38.4%) and 122 female (61.6%) students, and the 

mean age was 21.7 years (SD = 4.83). We selected university students for two 

reasons. First, they represent a generation of adults that have grown up in a 

similar commercial media environment as today’s children, and second they are 

expected to have sufficient understanding of advertising and therefore represent 

an accurate benchmark. The students completed an online version of the 
questionnaire, tapping the recognition and understanding of advertising 

described above. In the accompanying email, the topic of the questionnaire was 

shortly introduced and instructions were provided.  

 

Measures 

Recognition of advertising. To measure the ability to recognize 

advertising, child and adult participants were presented with three television 

commercials aimed at children (one for toy products and two for food products). 

To overcome the potential problem of response bias due to yeah-saying, we also 

presented the participants with three fragments of television programs aimed at 
children (one animated and two non-animated). For each commercial and 

program fragment, the participants were asked the following question: “Is this a 

commercial?” Response options were 1 = yes and 0 = no. Two scales were 

constructed: first, a scale for recognition of advertising, calculating participant’s 

total mean scores over the three commercial fragments (Cronbach’s α = .46; 
range = 0-3; M = 2.85; SD = .45); and second, a scale for recognition of 

programs, calculating the total mean score over these three fragments (α = .43; 

range = 0-3; M = 2.70; SD = .61).  

 

Understanding advertising’s intent. Most earlier studies measuring 

advertising intent have assessed children’s understanding of advertising intent 

simply by asking them why commercials are shown on television (e.g., Butter et 

al., 1981; Donohue et al., 1978; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). However, some 
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scholars have raised the concern that such open-ended questions may 

underestimate children’s understanding, given their limited language and memory 

retrieval abilities (Gunter, 1981; Macklin, 1983). Therefore, a number of studies 

have used a less cognitively-demanding technique, for instance by using multiple-
choice questions (Bijmolt et al., 1998; Donohue et al., 1980; Macklin, 1985, 

1987). These studies have noted considerably younger ages at which children 

understand advertising’s selling and persuasive intent. It must be noted, however, 

that most of these studies have failed to consider chance effects, and may 

therefore have overestimated children’s level of advertising understanding 
(Gunter et al., 2005).  

In the present study, we have attempted to overcome the weaknesses of 

earlier studies and to optimize measurement of children’s understanding of 

advertising intent in four ways. First, we exposed them to actual commercials in 

order to cue their advertising-related knowledge (Martin, 1997; Roedder, 1981). 

Second, we used a relatively simple recognition technique, by asking children to 
choose from a number of predefined response options. Third, we reduced 

chance effects by combining the responses to three different commercials. And 

fourth, we solved the issue of response bias due to yeah-saying by controlling for 

several bogus questions. 

Participants were presented with three television commercials aimed at 
children. For each commercial, they were asked whether the commercial tried to 

make them buy the product (i.e., selling intent: “Does this commercial want you 

to buy product name?”) and make them like the product (i.e., persuasive intent: 

“Does this commercial want you to like product name?”); response options were 1 

= yes; and 0 = no. Two scales were constructed: first, a scale for understanding of 
selling intent, calculating participant’s total mean score over the three 

commercial fragments (α = .64; range = 0-3; M = 2.67, SD = .71); and second, a 

scale for understanding of persuasive intent, constructed in the same way (α = 

.63; range = 0-3; M = 2.28, SD = .95). To overcome the potential problem of 

response bias due to yeah-saying, the participants were also asked a bogus 

question for each commercial (i.e., “Does this commercial want to teach you 
how to adhere stickers?”, “Does this commercial want to teach you how you can 

make things fly?, and “Does this commercial want to tell you that it is nice to 

play outside?”). A scale was constructed by calculating children’s total mean 

score over the three bogus questions (α = .49; range = 0-3; M = 2.65; SD = 

0.67). 
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Results 

The first aim of this study was to investigate at what age children reach adult 

levels of advertising recognition (RQ 1). To investigate this, we conducted a 

univariate analysis of covariance (GLM) with age group (8-9 years vs. 9-10 years 

vs. 10-11 years vs. 11-12 years vs. adults) as a between-subjects factor. 

Recognition of advertising was entered as the dependent variable and recognition 
of programs as a covariate. This analysis yielded an effect for age on recognition 

of advertising, F(4, 492) = 6.10, p < .001. To make the GLM results more 

meaningful, we have presented the mean scores as percentages of correct 

responses in Table 1. Posthoc LSD tests showed that only 8- to 9-year-old and 9- 

to 10-year-old children scored significantly lower than adults on advertising 

recognition. The older children did not differ significantly from adults.  
 
Table 1 Child and Adult Levels of Advertising Recognition 

 Grade 3 
(8-9 yrs) 

 % 

Grade 4 
(9-10 yrs) 

% 

Grade 5 
(10-11 yrs) 

 % 

Grade 6 
(11-12 yrs)  

% 

 
Adults 

% 
 
Recognition of advertising 
 

 
90.1a 

 
92.7a 

 
95.8ab 

 
95.9ab 

 
97.0b 

Note. Cell values indicate the percentage of correct responses within each age group.  
a,b,c Row values with different superscripts differ significantly at least at p < .05 

 
 

Our second aim was to examine at what age children reach adult levels of 

understanding advertising’s selling and persuasive intent (RQ 2). To do so, a 

multivariate analysis of covariance (GLM) was conducted with age group as a 

between-subjects factor and participant’s scores on the bogus question scale as 
covariate. Understanding of persuasive intent and understanding of selling intent 

were entered as dependent variables. The analysis yielded an effect for age on 

understanding of both selling intent, F(4, 492) = 22.63, p < .001, and persuasive 

intent, F(4, 492) = 39.77, p < .001. The percentages of correct responses of both 

variables in the different age groups are shown in Table 2. Posthoc LSD tests 
analysis yielded no significant differences among children in different age groups 

for understanding selling intent. However, all children scored significantly lower 

than adults. The posthoc analysis for understanding of persuasive intent showed 
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that this understanding was significantly lower among 8- to 9-year-olds, 9- to 10-

year-olds, and 10- to 11-year-olds than among 11- to 12-year-olds and the adult 

sample. Finally, all children, including the 11- to 12-year-olds, scored significantly 

lower on understanding persuasive intent than adults did.2 
 
Table 2 Child and Adult Levels of Understanding Advertising’s Intent 

 Grade 3 
(8-9 yrs) 

% 

Grade 4 
(9-10 yrs) 

% 

Grade 5 
(10-11 yrs) 

% 

Grade 6 
(11-12 yrs) 

% 

 
Adults 

% 
 
Understanding selling intent 

 
77.0a 

 
83.3a 

 
82.9a 

 
84.9a 

 
99.3b 

Understanding persuasive intent 
 

59.6a 56.4a 62.5a 72.1b 96.0c 

Note. Cell values indicate the percentage of correct responses within each age group.  
a,b,c Row values with different superscripts differ significantly at least at p < .05 

 

 

Discussion 

This study was the first to provide a benchmark for children’s advertising 
literacy. We contributed to the existing body of knowledge on children and 

advertising by investigating and comparing children’s and adults’ recognition and 

understanding of advertising. In addition, this study improved on earlier research 

by optimizing conceptual as well as methodological approaches. More 

specifically, we explicitly distinguished advertising’s selling from advertising’s 
persuasive intent, and our research measures took into account the language and 

memory retrieval capacities of 8- to 12-year-old children. 

The first aim of our study was to investigate at what age children reach 

adult levels of advertising recognition. It is widely assumed that children have 

fully developed this skill at 8 years of age. However, although our results showed 

that the majority of the 8- to 9-year-old children could recognize advertising, 
they had still not acquired an adult-like recognition of advertising. Only from the 

                                                            
2 To check whether the developmental patterns would differ for boys and girls, we also 
conducted both GLM analyses with gender as an extra between-subjects factor. This 
analysis yielded a significant main effect for gender, indicating that girls generally scored 
higher than boys on advertising recognition and understanding. However, the analyses 
did not yield an interaction effect for age X gender, indicating that the patterns observed 
in the main analyses held for boys as well as for girls. 
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age 10 or 11, children’s level of advertising recognition was comparable to the 

adult level. 

Our second aim was to examine at what age children reach adult-like 

understanding of advertising’s selling and persuasive intent. Our results 
demonstrated that even at 12 years of age, children had still not acquired an adult 

level of understanding of advertising’s selling and persuasive intent. This finding 

is remarkable, because it is widely assumed that by that age they have reached an 

adult level of understanding (Gunter & Furnham, 1998; Valkenburg & Cantor, 

2001). However, although our findings agree with earlier research that the 
majority of the 12-year-olds understand the selling and persuasive intent of 

advertising, (e.g., Blosser & Roberts, 1985; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974; Ward, 

1972) our results show that by that age they have still not acquired an adult-like 

understanding of advertising’s selling and persuasive intent.  

An explanation for these findings might be that 12-year-old children 

may still lack some cognitive abilities and, as a consequence, their advertising 
literacy has not yet fully developed. As Moses and Baldwin (2005) suggested, 

children in this age group may be conceptually competent (in this case, able to 

recognize and understand advertising) and yet fail to apply these concepts in 

practice. In addition, children may have a lower level of advertising literacy than 

adults because they are less experienced consumers (Friestad & Wright, 1994).  
The results also showed that children develop the understanding of the 

persuasive intent of advertising noticeably later than the understanding of 

advertising’s selling intent. Although children show a growing understanding of 

the selling intent of advertising as from the age of 8, their understanding of 

persuasive intent only shows a significant increase at an age of 10 or 11. This 
finding is in line with Moses and Baldwin (2005), who theorized that 

understanding of persuasive intent requires a higher developmental level than 

understanding of selling intent. Understanding persuasive intent is conceptually 

more complex than understanding selling intent, because it includes the insight 

that advertising attempts to change one’s mental state, which is referred to by 

Moses and Baldwin (2005) as an understanding of second-order mental states. 
 

Limitations 

By comparing children’s advertising literacy with an adult benchmark, our study 

yielded important insights into the developmental progression in children’s 
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recognition and understanding of advertising. However, a number of limitations 

exist. First, due to differences in overall intellectual abilities, economic 

advantages, or exposure to college courses, university students are not 

representative of the general adult population. Consequently, this study may have 
overestimated adult levels of advertising literacy. However, from all demographic 

groups university students probably most closely represent the idealized adult 

levels of advertising literacy that are discussed in earlier literature. To come to 

generalizable conclusions, future research should compare children’s advertising 

literacy with a representative adult sample.  
Second, we focused on children’s recognition and understanding of 

advertising because these are considered the two basic components of 

advertising literacy. However, Wright et al. (2005) have discussed other and more 

complex advertising literacy skills, including insights into advertising tactics, 

skepticism, and consumer experience. Further research is needed to investigate 

whether the patterns observed for recognition and understanding of advertising 
also hold for other advertising literacy skills.  

Third, we operationalized understanding of persuasive intent as the 

understanding that a commercial wants to make the viewer like the advertised 

product. Although this operationalization describes an important element of 

understanding persuasive intent, it has been argued that this understanding also 
includes other persuasion-related elements, such as the understanding that 

persuasive messages are biased (Kunkel et al., 2004; Roberts, 1983; Robertson & 

Rossiter, 1974). In order to gain a thorough insight into children’s understanding 

of persuasive intent, future research should take into account all persuasion-

related elements which in concert enable children to discern advertising’s 
persuasive intent.  

Finally, although we have attempted to optimize existing research 

measures, our results may still be affected by the measurement used. In order to 

get an accurate picture of the development of children’s advertising literacy, 

future research should use an integration of different research methods (Owen, 

Auty, Lewis, & Berridge, 2007). 
 

Suggestions for Further Research 

Finally, we propose three suggestions for further research. First, future research 

could investigate how our results hold for advertising in new media. We focused 
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on television advertising, because television viewing still is children’s 

predominant leisure time activity (Robert & Foehr, 2008) and most child-

directed advertising expenditures focus on television advertising (Calvert, 2008). 

However, advertisers are rapidly adopting new advertising practices (e.g., 
branded websites, advergames) which are fundamentally different from 

traditional advertising and pose many new challenges for young people’s 

advertising processing. It is likely that children will have greater difficulty 

recognizing and understanding these new advertising practices.  

Second, it still remains unclear at what particular age children do reach 
adult levels of understanding advertising’s selling and persuasive intent. Future 

research could extend this study by examining adolescents’ advertising literacy 

and comparing these to an adult benchmark. And finally, there is another 

question that should be addressed in future research: Does the difference in 

advertising literacy level between children and adults also mean that children are 

more susceptible to advertising effects? Although the relation between 
advertising literacy and advertising effects is widely taken for granted, little 

research has investigated this relation (Livingstone & Helsper, 2006). Therefore, 

future research might test this assumption by exploring whether and how 

children’s advertising literacy is related to their susceptibility to advertising 

effects.  
In conclusion, our findings have yielded important theoretical and 

societal insights. The study contributes to our theoretical understanding, as 

comparing children’s responses to an adult benchmark allows us to interpret the 

observed levels of advertising literacy. It also contributes to the public debate 

about children and advertising. Insights into children’s levels of advertising 
literacy are needed to inform the ongoing debate on the fairness of advertising 

aimed at children. Based on our finding that children of 12 years and younger 

have still not acquired an adult level of advertising literacy, one might argue that 

advertising directed at these children is fundamentally unfair. This suggests that 

children constitute a unique group of consumers whose specific characteristics 

should be kept in mind when designing advertising directed to them. 
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Chapter 3 
 

 Comparing Children’s and Adults’ Understanding of 

Advertisers’ Persuasive Tactics 1 
 

 
 

 

Abstract 

The aim of this study was to investigate children's understanding of six popular 

tactics used by advertisers to elicit certain advertising effects, including ad 

repetition, product demonstration, peer popularity appeal, humor, celebrity 

endorsement, and premiums. We first asked 34 advertisers of child products to 
indicate what kind of effects (e.g., ad or product recall, learning, and liking) they 

intend to elicit by using each of the six tactics. Subsequently, in a survey among 

209 children (aged 8-12) and 96 adults (>18), we investigated the extent to which 

children understood advertisers' intended effects of these tactics and how this 

compared to an adult benchmark. Results showed that children's understanding 
of advertisers' tactics increased progressively between the ages of 8 and 12, 

showing a significant increase around age 10. The age at which children reach an 

adult level of understanding differed by tactic. For example, the use of celebrity 

endorsement was generally understood at an earlier age than other tactics, 

whereas product demonstration was understood at a later age. 

 
1 This chapter was accepted for publication as: Rozendaal, E., Buijzen, M., & 
Valkenburg, P. M. (in press). Children’s Understanding of Advertisers’ Persuasive 
Tactics. International Journal of Advertising.  
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Introduction 

Ever since children were recognized as a lucrative target consumer group, child-

directed advertising has been subject of extensive concern and debate. Recently, 

however, in both the societal and academic area this subject has gained increased 

attention, mainly because dramatic changes have taken place in children’s 

commercial media environment (Ambler, 2008; Calvert, 2008; Moore, 2004; 
Nairn & Fine, 2008). Today’s children are not only targeted more often and at a 

much younger age than earlier generations, but advertisers are also rapidly 

adopting new advertising venues, such as children’s websites and games. The 

changes in children’s commercial media environment have re-ignited public and 

academic interest for child-directed marketing, mainly focusing on advertising 

for unhealthy foods (e.g., Livingstone, 2005; Moore & Rideout, 2007). 
A central question in the child and advertising debate is to what extent 

children are able to process advertising in a conscious and critical way. To do so, 

children should first of all be able to differentiate advertising from other media 

content (e.g., television programs, editorial web content). Second, they have to 

understand that advertisers attempt to influence their purchase behaviour. Third, 
children should be aware that advertisers attempt to influence this behaviour by 

changing their attitudes and cognitions about the product or ad, and fourth, they 

need to understand the specific ways in which advertisers try to persuade them 

to buy the advertised products (John, 1999; Kunkel et al., 2004). This 

advertising-related knowledge and understanding is often referred to as 
‘advertising literacy’ (e.g., Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Young, 1990). Detailed 

insight into the development of children’s advertising literacy is important, 

because it is generally assumed that children who are able to process advertising 

critically are less likely to be unfairly influenced by advertising (Bandyopadhyay et 

al., 2001; Kunkel et al., 2004). 

Academic research on children’s advertising literacy has mainly focused 
on the development of their ability to differentiate advertising from other media 

content (i.e., advertising recognition) and to understand advertisers’ selling and 

persuasive intent. However, little is known about children’s understanding of how 

advertisers attempt to change their attitudes, cognitions, and behaviours, that is: 

which tactics advertisers use to elicit certain effects. To our knowledge, only one 
study has investigated this systematically. Boush, Friestad, and Rose (1994) 

examined 11- to 14-year-old children’s understanding of various advertiser tactics 
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and compared their understanding to an adult level. However, developmental 

theories suggest that the most important developmental changes in children’s 

advertising literacy occur well before the age of 12, in other words, before the 

ages investigated by Boush et al. (Gunter, Oates, & Blades, 2005; John, 1999). 
Indeed, studies using a qualitative approach show that elementary school 

children (aged 8 and over) are able to identify and, to some extent, give meaning 

to some commonly used persuasive tactics (Lawlor & Prothero, 2003; Mallalieu, 

Palan, & Laczniak, 2005; Moore & Lutz, 2000). However, to date, systematic 

research among this younger age group is still missing.  
The aim of the present study, therefore, is to investigate 8- to 12-year-

old children’s understanding of advertisers’ persuasive tactics. To be more 

precise, in a survey among 209 children and 96 adults, we investigate two 

important developmental changes in children’s understanding, that is (1) the age 

that 8- to 12-year-old children show significant shifts in their understanding of 

advertisers’ tactics and (2) the age that their understanding reaches an adult-like 
level. In the literature, it is generally assumed that children’s advertising literacy 

develops gradually up to an adult level. Following this line of reasoning, such an 

adult level would represent a benchmark for children’s literacy. Therefore, a 

starting point for research on children’s advertising-related knowledge should be 

to compare children’s and adults’ levels of this knowledge. Remarkably, there is a 
paucity of theorizing about adult understanding of advertising (Wright, Friestad, 

& Boush, 2005). In addition, the few theoretical models that can be found in the 

literature typically represent idealized levels of advertising literacy, and have not 

addressed adults’ actual advertising understanding (Roberts, 1983; Friestad & 

Wright, 1994).  
It is important to empirically investigate the level of adult-like 

advertising literacy, because it is unlikely that all adults have perfect or ideal 

advertising understanding. Unfortunately, empirical investigations of adult-level 

advertising literacy are missing (Wright et al., 2005). By including adults’ 

understanding of advertisers’ tactics in our study, we create an adult benchmark 

to which we can compare children’s levels of understanding. This comparison 
will allow for meaningful interpretation of the observed levels of children’s 

understanding. Because research on children and advertising originates from the 

concern that children are more vulnerable to advertising effects than adults are 

(Bandyopadhyay et al., 2001; Kunkel et al., 2004), the comparison between 

children and adults is central to research investigating the developmental 
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progression in children’s advertising literacy (Wright et al., 2005). In order to 

come to specific hypotheses and research questions, we first discuss the literature 

on the development of advertising literacy and on the persuasive tactics of 

advertisers. 
 

The Development of Advertising Literacy 

Research into children’s advertising literacy relies heavily on frameworks 

established by developmental psychologists. The developmental changes children 

undergo in socio-cognitive and information processing capabilities are thought 

to explain many of the developments observed in their advertising knowledge 

and understanding (e.g., Gunter et al., 2005; John, 1999; Kunkel et al., 2004). 

Most studies have been inspired by Piaget’s (1929) theory of cognitive 
development, although other theoretical approaches have also been used, 

including theories of information-processing (see Roedder, 1981), social 

perspective taking (Selman, 1980), Piaget’s (1952) perspective on affective 

development (see Phelps & Hoy, 1996), and more recently, the theory of mind 

paradigm (see Moses & Baldwin, 2005). Based on these approaches three 
developmental phases can be distinguished: early childhood (younger than 5 

years old), middle childhood (6 to 9 years), and late childhood (10 to 12 years). 

Within each phase, children accumulate socio-cognitive and information 

processing skills that positively affect the development of specific components 

of advertising literacy (Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010).  
In early childhood (until the age of 5), children have a limited ability to 

take a perspective other than their own, which inhibits their understanding of 

advertisers’ intentions. Empirical studies have shown that by the age of 5, about 

three quarters of children can recognize advertising, but only based on 

perceptual features (e.g., Butter et al., 1981; Levin, Petros, & Petrella, 1982; 

Stephens & Stutss, 1982).  As children enter middle childhood (6 to 9 years), 
they become increasingly capable of perspective taking and contingent thought 

and develop a basic understanding of advertising’s intent. Empirical studies have 

shown that by the age of 8, most children are able to understand advertising’s 

selling intent—that is, advertisers’ intent to influence purchase behaviour (e.g., 

Bever et al., 1975; Rubin, 1974; Wilson & Weiss, 1992).  
In late childhood (10-12 years) children become capable of abstract 

thought and reasoning and are able to see things within a broader perspective. 
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They are not only able to understand that others may not always share the same 

perspective, but they are also more and more able to simultaneously consider 

another person’s viewpoint at the same time as one’s own. It is not before 

children enter this phase that they develop an understanding of the persuasive 
intent of advertising—that is, the intent to influence purchase behaviour by 

changing consumers’ attitudes and cognitions (Rozendaal, Buijzen, & 

Valkenburg, 2010). Moses and Baldwin (2005) have argued that understanding 

persuasive intent involves an appreciation of second-order mental states (i.e., the 

insight that advertisers attempt to change one’s mental state) and, therefore, 
requires a higher developmental level than understanding selling intent.  

We expect that late childhood is also the phase in which children 

develop an understanding of how advertisers attempt to change their attitudes, 

cognitions, and behaviour by using certain persuasive tactics. That is, to 

understand why advertisers use particular persuasive tactics, children should not 

only be able to consider advertisers’ perspectives, but also be able to reason on 
an abstract level about the effects particular tactics could elicit among viewers in 

a particular situation (John, 1999). Therefore, we would expect children’s 

understanding of advertisers’ tactics to show a significant increase around the age 

of 10.  

 
H1: Eight- to twelve-year-old children show a significant increase in their 

understanding of advertisers’ persuasive tactics around age 10. 

 

Another important developmental change in children’s understanding of 

advertisers’ persuasive tactics is the moment this understanding reaches an adult 
level. Based on developmental theories, most researchers assume that children’s 

cognitive advertising competences, including the ability to understand 

advertisers’ tactics, fully develop around the age of 12 (see Gunter & Furnham, 

1998; Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). However, the only study that has 

investigated children’s understanding of advertisers’ tactics showed a divergent 

developmental pattern (Boush et al., 1994).  
Boush et al., (1994) found that 11- to 14-year-olds’ understanding of 

advertisers’ tactics increased with age, yet at age 14, this understanding was still 

not comparable to an adult level—later than is to be expected based on 

developmental theories. A possible explanation for this unexpected finding is 

that their study included university students as an adult benchmark. A 
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disadvantage of student samples is that due to differences in overall intellectual 

abilities or economic advantages, they are not representative of the general adult 

population. Consequently, in Boush et al.’s study adult levels of understanding 

advertisers’ tactics may have been overestimated. Therefore, to come to 
generalizable conclusions, the present study includes adults of various ages and 

socio-economic backgrounds as a representative adult benchmark. Because 

empirical research investigating children’s understanding of advertisers’ tactics is 

too scarce to come to a specific research hypothesis, we investigate the following 

research question: 
 

RQ1: Do children reach an adult level of understanding advertisers’ persuasive 

tactics and if so at what age does that occur? 

 

Persuasive Tactics in Child-Directed Advertising 

Over the last few decades, advertisers have developed a wide array of persuasive 

tactics to influence children’s responses to advertisements and the advertised 

products and brands. From the literature, six persuasive tactics can be identified 
that are frequently used in child-directed advertising and are found to be 

effective (Boush et al., 1994; Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2004; Calvert, 2008; Roberts 

& Pettigrew, 2007; Valkenburg, 2004): ad repetition (the advertisement is 

repeated several times), product demonstration (the advertisement shows how a 

product works), peer popularity appeal (the advertisement shows one or more 
children eating or playing with the advertised product), humour (the 

advertisement is funny), celebrity endorsement (the advertisement shows a 

popular cartoon character, TV or music star presenting the product), and 

premiums (the advertisement promises a freebie to go with the purchase of the 

product).  

In order to investigate children’s understanding of advertisers’ tactics, it 
should be clear which effects advertisers wish to elicit when using these 

persuasive tactics in an advertisement. In the literature, the effects advertisers 

wish to achieve are generally referred to as ‘intended effects’ (Buijzen & 

Valkenburg, 2003), which can be distinguished into three main types: (1) 

cognitive effects, such as children’s recall or recognition of ads and brands, (2) 
affective effects, such as children’s liking of ads and brands, and (3) behavioural 

effects, such as children’s purchase of or requests for the advertised brands 
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(Rossiter, 1979; Valkenburg & Buijzen, 2005). Unfortunately, the advertising 

literature does not provide decisive conclusions on which specific effects 

advertisers generally intend to elicit with certain persuasive tactics. Besides, it is 

conceivable that a tactic is aimed to elicit several effects (Calvert, 2008). So how 
can we determine children’s levels of understanding without having a definition 

of what a correct understanding of advertisers’ tactics includes? 

Boush et al. (1994) solved this issue by interviewing a number of adults 

about advertisers’ intentions with certain tactics in television advertisements and 

used these intentions as a starting point for their research. In the present study 
we follow a similar procedure, but opted to take into account a more expert view 

on advertisers’ intended effects. More specifically, our starting point will be the 

perspectives of advertisers themselves. To identify the effects advertisers wish to 

elicit when applying certain advertiser tactics, we survey a group of advertisers of 

children’s products. Because each tactic may be associated with several 

(cognitive, affective, and behavioral) intended effects, we use advertisers’ rank-
ordering of effects as a starting point.  

In sum, the present study contributes to the existing advertising literacy 

literature in three ways. First, we systematically investigate the understanding of 

advertisers’ tactics among children under the age of 12. More specifically, we 

examine the development of children’s understanding of the effects advertisers 
try to elicit with six frequently used persuasive tactics (i.e., ad repetition, product 

demonstration, humour, peer popularity appeal, celebrity endorsement, and 

premiums). Second, we compare children’s understanding to a representative 

adult sample to provide a meaningful interpretation of child responses. And 

finally, we use expert (i.e. advertisers’) views on the intended effects of 
advertisers’ tactics as a norm for correct understanding.  

 

Method 

In this survey study, we first asked advertisers of children’s products what kind 

of effects they intended to elicit by using the six tactics. Then, we investigated 

children’s understanding of these tactics, and finally, we compared children’s 

levels of understanding with an adult benchmark. 
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Participants and Procedures 

Advertisers. To identify the intended effects of the six tactics, a total of 

34 advertisers, mainly brand or product managers, participated in the study. 
Advertisers were recruited by email via the Media Rakkers foundation, the Dutch 

branch of the international Media Smart program. This foundation is aimed at 

increasing children’s advertising and media literacy through in-school education 

programs and is partly funded by the advertising industry. The social network of 

Media Rakkers includes many parties that have youngsters as their target group. 

Only advertisers who targeted their products and/or advertising practices to 
children under 18 years of age were included in the sample. 

 

Children. A total of 209 children between the ages of 8 and 12 

participated in the study (53% boys). The children were recruited from two 

elementary schools in urban and suburban areas in the Netherlands. These 

schools were not part of the Media Rakkers network nor did they participate in 

any advertising education program. The children were grouped into four age 
ranges: 8-9 years (grade 3; 23.0%), 9-10 years (grade 4; 25.4%), 10-11 years (grade 

5; 23.0%), and 11-12 years (grade 6; 28.7%). 

Prior to the implementation of the survey among the children, 

institutional approval, parental consent, and children’s informed consent were 

obtained. The research took place in the schools’ classrooms. After a short 

introduction by a female researcher about the nature and intent of advertising, 
the children completed a questionnaire about the six tactics and the associated 

intended effects. In grades 3 and 4, the researcher read each question and its 

response options aloud to the children. Before the questionnaires were 

administered, the experimenter emphasized that the test had nothing to do with 

formal grades or testing. Completing the questionnaire took about 30 minutes. 

Adults. A sample of 96 adults with various socio-economic and cultural 

backgrounds participated in the study. They were recruited via email by using 
snowball sampling. The cover email contained information on the topic of the 

survey and provided participants with instructions. The mean age of the sample 

was 34.3 years (SD = 13.77; range = 19-69). Participants completed the same 

online survey on advertisers’ intentions with using certain persuasive tactics in 

child-directed advertising as the advertisers.  
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Assessment of Advertisers’ Intended Effects 

To measure advertisers’ intended effects for each of the six tactics, advertisers 

were asked to rank five effects in order of perceived importance from most 

intended (1) to least intended (5). It is conceivable that the intended effects depend 

on the type of product advertised. Because our study focused on the effects 

advertisers generally intend to elicit with certain persuasive tactics, we formulated 
questions in a general way. For each tactic, the following question was asked: 

“When an ad [tactic], what kind of effect does an advertiser intend to bring 

about?” The six tactics were (1) “is often repeated” (ad repetition); (2) “shows 

how a product works” (product demonstration); (3) “shows kids who are playing 

with each other” (peer popularity appeal); (4) “is funny” (humour); (5) “shows a 

famous person or cartoon character” (celebrity endorsement); and (6) “promises 
a freebie when purchasing a product” (premiums). 

 
Table 1  Advertisers’ Ranking of Intended Effects for Each Advertiser Tactic 

Ad 

repetition 
M (SD) 

Product 

demonstration 
M (SD) 

Peer 

popularity 
M (SD) 

 

Humour 
M (SD) 

Celebrity 

endorsement 
M (SD) 

Premiums 

M (SD) 

 
Recall1 

1.18 (.46) 
Request2 

2.24 (.65) 

Learn3 

3.21 (1.09) 
Like4 

4.03 (.83) 
Believe4 

4.35 (.85) 
 

 
Learn1 

1.12 (.41) 
Request2 

2.79 (1.07) 

Believe2 

2.94 (.98) 
Recall3 

3.53 (.90) 
Like4 

4.62 (.74) 

 
Request1 

2.15 (1.13) 
Like1 

2.29 (1.22) 

Recall2 

3.12 (1.55) 
Believe2 

3.35 (.98) 
Learn3 

4.09 (1.24) 

 
Like1 

1.21 (.48) 
Recall2 

2.15 (.61) 

Request3 

2.76 (.74) 
Learn4 

4.35 (.60) 
Believe4 

4.53 (.61) 

 
Request1 

1.91 (1.06) 
Recall2 

2.32 (1.04) 

Like2 

2.62 (1.04) 
Believe3 

3.59 (1.40) 
Learn4 

4.56 (.61) 

 
Request1 

1.15 (.70) 
Recall2 

2.68 (.94) 

Like2 

2.76 (.74) 
Learn3 

4.09(1.00) 
Believe3 

4.32 (.81) 

1234 Column entries with different superscripts differ significantly at p < .05. Superscripts 
represent advertisers’ ranking of the intended effects for each advertiser tactic. 
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Based on the study of Boush et al. (1994), we selected five intended effects that 

advertisers could rank in order of importance.  The five effects were (1) “help 

children learn about the product” , (2) “get children to recall the ad” , (3) “get 

children to believe what the ad says”, (4) “to make children like the ad”, (5) “to 
make children ask their parents for the product”. In Table 1, we present the 

mean ranking of intended effects for each tactic, as perceived by the advertisers. 

Because it is conceivable that several intended effects may be of equal 

importance for a specific tactic, a one-way repeated measures analysis of variance 

(GLM) was conducted for each tactic to investigate if there was a significant 
difference among the rankings of the five intended effects. The ranking can be 

interpreted as follows. For example, the first column of Table 1 shows 

advertisers’ ranking of intended effects for ad repetition. The most intended 

effect for this tactic (indicated by superscript 1) was “recall”, followed by 

“request” (superscript 2), and “learn” (superscript 3). “Like” and “believe” were 

the least intended effects (superscript 4). 
 

Measurement of Child and Adult Understanding of Advertisers’ Tactics  

To measure children’s understanding of advertisers’ tactics, they were presented 

with the same questions as presented to advertisers, albeit adjusted to the 

cognitive level of children: (1) “When an ad is often repeated on TV, why do you 

think the makers of that ad want you to see the same ad over and over?” (ad 

repetition); (2) When an ad shows how a toy works, why do you think the 
makers of that ad want you to see how the toy works? (product demonstration); 

(3) “When an ad shows kids who are playing together with a toy, why do you 

think the makers of that ad want you to see those kids?” (peer popularity appeal); 

(4) “When an ad is very funny, why do you think the makers of that ad want it to 

be funny to you?” (humour); (5) “When an ad shows a famous person or cartoon 

character, why do you think the makers of that ad want you to see that person or 
character?” (celebrity endorsement); and (6) “When an ad promises a present, 

why do you think the makers of that ad want you to see that present?” 

(premiums).  

Most earlier studies have measured children’s advertising-related 

knowledge by asking them open-ended questions. For example, to assess 
understanding of advertising’s intent children were simply asked why 

commercials are shown on television (e.g., Butter et al., 1981; Donohue, Meyer, 
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& Henke, 1978; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). However, some scholars have 

raised the concern that such open-ended questions may underestimate children’s 

understanding, given their limited language and memory retrieval abilities 

(Macklin, 1983). Therefore, a number of studies have used less cognitively-
demanding techniques, such as multiple-choice questions (Bijmolt, Claassen, & 

Brus, 1998; Donohue, Henke, & Donohue, 1980; Macklin, 1985, 1987). These 

studies have noted considerably higher levels of understanding.  

Taking into account 8- to 12-year olds’ language and memory retrieval 

capabilities, we used a relatively simple measurement technique to assess their 
perceptions of the intended effects – that is, we asked them to choose from a 

number of predefined response options. Rather than asking them to rank-order 

the effects, we asked them to select one answer from the following set of 

response options: (1) “To help me learn about the products in the ad”, (2) “To 

get me to recall the ad”, (3) “To get me to believe what the ad says”, (4) “To 

make me like the ad better”, and (5) “To make me ask my parents for the 
product in the ad”.  

Adults’ understanding of advertisers’ tactics was measured with the same 

questions as presented to advertisers (see above). In order to be able to compare 

children’s responses to those of adults, adults were also asked to choose from 

the list of five intended effects the one they believed was the most intended 
effect by advertisers. 

For both children and adults, a scale for understanding of advertisers’ 

tactics was constructed by comparing their answers with advertisers’ ranking of 

intended effects. If respondents chose a 1st-place-effect (most intended effect), 

their score increased by 4. If they chose a 2nd-place-effect, their score increased 
by 3, for a 3rd-place-effect by 2, and for a 4th-place-effect (least intended effect) 

by 1. For example, if respondents chose “recall” as the intended effect for the 

use of ad repetition, their score increased by 4. If respondents chose “request” as 

intended effect their score increased by 3, if they chose “learn” their score 

increased by 2, and if they chose “like” or “believe”, their score increased by 1. 

In this way, for each tactic a score was created varying from 1 to 4, by which a 
higher score reflected a better understanding of advertising effects. A total mean 

score was computed by averaging the scores on all six tactics.  
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Results 

The aim of this study was to investigate the development of children’s 

understanding of advertisers’ tactics and how this compares to an adult-like level. 

To investigate this, we conducted a univariate analysis of variance (GLM) with 

the total mean score for understanding advertisers’ tactics as the dependent 

variable and age group (8-9 years vs. 9-10 years vs. 10-11 years vs. 11-12 years vs. 
adults) as a between-subjects factor. This analysis yielded a significant effect for 

age on understanding of advertisers’ tactics, F(4, 305) = 8.14, p < .001. Post-hoc 

LSD tests showed that 8- to 9-year-old and 9- to 10-year-old children scored 

significantly lower than the older children and adults on understanding of 

advertisers’ tactics. The older children did not differ significantly from adults. As 

shown in Table 2, Hypothesis 1 was generally supported.  
 
Table 2 Children’s and Adult’s Understanding of Advertiser Tactics 

 Grade 3 
(8-9 yrs)  
M (SD) 

Grade 4 
(9-10 yrs)  
M (SD) 

Grade 5 
(10-11 yrs)  

M (SD) 

Grade 6 
(11-12 yrs)  

M (SD) 

 
Adults 
M (SD) 

 
 

 
n = 48 

 
n = 53 

 
n = 48 

 
n = 60 

 
n = 96 

Total score 
 

3.32a (.55) 3.31a (.46) 3.53b (.30) 3.50b (.33) 3.61b(.25) 

a,b,c Row values with different superscripts differ significantly at least at p < .05 

 
 

To investigate whether this pattern also held for each of the six tactics separately, 

we also conducted a multivariate analysis of variance (GLM) with the mean 

scores for understanding each tactic as the dependent variables and age group as 

a between-subjects factor. Because the previous analysis of variance showed that 
children’s total understanding of advertising tactics significantly increases around 

age 10, we decided to group together the children in the two lowest grades and 

those in the two highest grades. The analysis yielded significant effects for age on 

ad repetition (F(2, 305) = 9.42, p < .001), product demonstration (F(2, 305) = 

8.10, p < .001), peer popularity appeal (F(2, 305) = 6.23, p < .01), celebrity 
endorsement (F(2, 305) = 5.10, p < .01), and premiums (F(2, 305) = 10.84, p < 
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.001). The analysis did not yield a significant age effect for humour (F(2, 305) = 

1.40, p = .25). The mean scores for each tactic are presented in Table 3. 

 
Table 3 Children’s and Adult’s Understanding of Specific Advertiser Tactics 

 Grade 3/4 
(8-10 yrs)  

M (SD) 

Grade 5/6 
(10-12 yrs)  

M (SD) 

 
Adults 

M (SD) 

 

 

 

n = 101 

 

n = 108 

 

n = 96 

Ad repetition 3.05a (1.25) 3.46b   (.93) 3.65b (.71) 
Product demonstration 3.30a    (.77) 3.37a   (.68) 3.66b (.54) 
Peer popularity 3.47a    (.58) 3.66b   (.67) 3.75b (.46) 

Humour 3.16a (1.12) 3.21a(1.12) 3.40a (.85) 
Celebrity endorsement 3.35a   (.90) 3.59b   (.76) 3.25a (.71) 
Premiums 

 

3.55a   (.75) 3.79b   (.60) 3.94b (.28) 

a,b,c Row values with different superscripts differ significantly at least at p < .05 

 

 
Post-hoc LSD tests showed that the age at which children’s understanding 

reached an adult-like level varied by the specific tactic under investigation. 

Product demonstration turned out to be most difficult to understand. The 

posthoc analysis for product demonstration yielded no significant differences 

between the younger and older children, yet all children scored significantly 

lower than adults, indicating that even older children had not yet reached an 
adult-like understanding. Furthermore, children’s understanding of ad repetition, 

peer popularity appeal, and premiums reached an adult level at an earlier age. For 

these tactics, only 8- to 10-year-old children scored significantly lower than 

adults, implying an adult level from the age of 10. Finally, the posthoc analysis 

for celebrity endorsement yielded an unexpected pattern. That is, 10- to 12-year-
olds scored significantly higher than did adults, indicating that for this persuasive 

tactic, the older children displayed a better grasp of advertisers’ intentions than 

adults did. 
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Discussion 

To process advertising in a conscious and critical way, children need to fully 

understand the persuasive nature of advertising. To do so, they have to be aware 

that advertisers attempt to influence their responses to advertisements or the 

advertised products by using certain tactics. The aim of this study was to 

investigate the development of 8- to 12-year-old children’s understanding of 
such tactics. We contributed to the existing body of knowledge on children and 

advertising by using expert (i.e., advertisers’) views on the intended effects of 

persuasive tactics as a norm for correct understanding. In our view, the best way 

to get an accurate picture of the effects advertisers intend to elicit by using certain 

tactics is by asking advertisers themselves. After all, they are the ones who deal 

with these tactics on a daily bases. In addition, this study improved on earlier 
research by comparing children’s understanding to a representative adult sample 

to provide a meaningful interpretation of child responses. Because research on 

children and advertising originates from the concern that children are more 

vulnerable to advertising effects than adults (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2001; Kunkel 

et al., 2004), the comparison between children and adults is central to research 
investigating the developmental progression in children’s advertising literacy 

(Wright et al., 2005).  

Overall, our results showed that, confirming our hypothesis (H1), 

children demonstrate a significant increase in their understanding of advertisers’ 

tactics around 10 years of age. It is also around this age that children reach an 
adult level of understanding of advertisers’ tactics (RQ1). The important shift 

around age 10 can be explained by the major changes that occur in children’s 

socio-cognitive and information processing capabilities around that age, more 

specifically, in their ability to take into consideration others’ perspectives and to 

reason on an abstract level (Gunter et al., 2005; John, 1999). In addition, 

developmental theories assume that around this age, children develop the ability 
of contingent thinking, that is the ability of inferential “if-then”-reasoning (cf. 

John, 1999). This type of reasoning is necessary to link the use of a certain tactic 

(e.g., “if an ad is very funny…”) to a certain intended outcome (“…then the 

makers of the ad want to make me like the ad better”). 

The developmental pattern observed in our study is in line with the 
pattern Rozendaal et al. (2010) found for the development of children’s 

understanding of persuasive intent. Rozendaal et al. showed that although 
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children display a growing understanding of the selling intent of advertising as of 

age 8, their understanding of persuasive intent only shows a considerable 

increase around age 10. A possible explanation for this similarity in findings is 

that both types of advertising literacy are determined by the same socio-cognitive 
mechanism, that is, children’s capability to consider others’ (i.e., advertisers’) 

perspectives. From this we may conclude that (a) children’s understanding of 

persuasive intent and advertisers’ persuasive tactics are, at least conceptually, 

related, and (b) the age of 10 marks an important shift in children’s advertising 

literacy. Interestingly, in Rozendaal et al.’s study,  children had still not acquired 
an adult-like understanding of advertising’s selling and persuasive intent at age 

12. This finding contrasts the present study, in which we found that children 

reach an adult level of understanding advertisers’ persuasive tactics around age 

10. A possible explanation for this difference is that, Rozendaal et al. used a 

university sample, which may have led to an overestimation of adult levels of 

understanding. As argued above, a disadvantage of student samples is that due to 
differences in their overall intellectual abilities or economic advantages, they are 

not representative of the general adult population. 

The 8- to 12-year-old children in our study appeared to have a better 

understanding of advertisers’ tactics than the adolescents in Boush et al.’s study. 

A possible explanation for this difference is that, due to major changes in 
children’s commercialized media environment over the past fifteen years, 

children have become advertising literate at a younger age. Another explanation 

could be that the level of adults’ advertising literacy in Boush et al.’s study was 

higher than in ours, because Boush et al.’s adult sample consisted of university 

students. As might have been the case in Rozendaal et al.’s study, a university 
sample could have resulted in an overestimation of adult levels of understanding. 

In addition to this overall pattern, we also looked at children’s 

understanding of the six persuasive tactics separately. Our findings demonstrated 

that the age at which children reach an adult level of understanding differs 

considerably by the tactic under investigation. Children’s understanding of ad 

repetition, peer popularity appeal, and premiums reached an adult level from the 
age of 10.  However, product demonstration turned out to be the most difficult 

to understand, all children scored significantly lower than adults. A possible 

explanation is that children’s and adults’ responses vary because their goals for 

watching advertising are different. While adults look at commercials, partially, for 

information purposes, children watch them primarily for pleasure. They are less 
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oriented toward the functionalities and more toward the enjoyment an advertised 

product may offer (see Derbaix & Bree, 1997; Moore & Lutz, 2000).  

Finally, the results showed that for celebrity endorsement 10- to 12-year-

olds displayed a better grasp of advertisers’ intentions than adults did. One 
explanation might be that children today are more exposed to celebrities in their 

media and commercial environment (e.g., supermarket) than they were 15 to 20 

years ago. Another explanation is that children and adults had a different type of 

celebrity in mind when completing the questionnaire, because the type of 

celebrities used to target children and adults differ. In child advertising, 
celebrities are often popular TV characters that create affective bonds and attract 

attention (De Droog, Valkenburg, & Buijzen, in press). Through mechanisms of 

affect transfer and orienting response (Buijzen et al., 2010), children’s brand 

liking and recall will be stimulated. This is particularly important because the 

characters in child advertising are typically depicted on the product packaging, 

which facilitates recall and requests in the retail environment. In adult 
advertising, celebrities more often serve as role models or experts. Although 

liking and recall might also play a role for these celebrities, it has been argued 

that the primary reason to use such celebrities is to increase the credibility of the 

persuasive message (Erdogan, 1999).  

Overall, the differential findings for various tactics are in line with the 
persuasion knowledge model of Friestad and Wright (1994). In their model they 

discuss a key event named ‘change of meaning’, that is the moment a child first 

realizes that some aspects of an advertising message are not ‘simply there’, but 

may be an advertiser’s intentional attempt to persuade them. According to 

Friestad and Wright, the moment these change-of-meaning realizations occur 
may depend not only on the capacities of the child, but also on the specific tactic 

used. Further research is needed to systematically investigate how children’s 

understanding varies by tactic and the type of intended effect. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 
Our study was the first to examine 8- to 12-year-old children’s understanding of 

advertisers’ tactics, and can provide a starting point for further research. We 

conclude with some suggestions for future research to expand and improve on 
the present study. First, similar to the study of Boush et al. (1994), the focus of 

this study was on children’s and adults’ conceptual understanding of advertisers’ 

tactics. That is to say, the understanding of advertisers’ tactics was measured at a 
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general level. Future research could measure the understanding of advertisers’ 

tactics at a more specific level by exposing children and adults to advertisements 

employing these tactics.  

It is possible that research into the understanding of advertisers’ tactics 
at a specific level may result in a different developmental pattern than the one 

that was found in our study. According to Roedder (1981), 8- to 12-year-old 

children need a cue to activate their stored knowledge. Assuming that advertising 

exposure functions as a cue to activate their advertising knowledge, research at a 

specific level could result in higher levels of understanding. However, it is also 
conceivable that the advertised product or brand is so appealing to children that 

they (consciously or not) fail to apply their advertising knowledge. Following this 

line of reasoning, research at a specific level could yield lower levels of 

understanding. Future research could test these conflicting hypotheses. 

Second, although we have attempted to optimize existing research 

measures, our results may still be affected by the measurement used. In order to 
get an even more accurate picture of the development of children’s 

understanding of advertisers’ persuasive tactics, future research could use an 

integration of different research methods (Devlin, Eadie, Stead, & Evans, 2007; 

Owen, Auty, Lewis, & Berridge, 2007). Third, because this study was conducted 

in the Netherlands only, the results may not be generalizable to other countries. 
Even though children’s commercial culture has become increasingly globalized in 

the past decades, there are substantial differences in regulatory policies regarding 

child-directed advertising between countries which may affect the nature of 

advertising messages and the experience of respondents. More cross-cultural 

research is needed to generate deeper insight into the role of regulatory culture in 
children’s understanding of advertisers’ persuasive tactics. 

Fourth, we focused on tactics in television advertisements because our 

aim was to expand on the existing literature, which mostly focused on the 

understanding of television advertising. However, important changes have taken 

place in children’s media environment, and advertisers have new advertising 

venues at their disposal (Calvert, 2008; Moore, 2004). Advertisers are rapidly 
adopting new advertising practices (e.g., branded websites, product placement in 

games), which are fundamentally different from traditional advertising and pose 

new challenges for young people’s advertising processing. It is likely that children 

will have greater difficulty recognizing and understanding these more embedded 
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forms of advertising practices and tactics. Therefore, future research needs to 

compare advertising tactics in different advertising venues.  

Finally, future research should address the question whether children’s 

understanding of advertisers’ tactics relates to their ability to critically process 
advertising messages. It has been suggested that even when children possess the 

necessary advertising-related knowledge, they may fail to actually use this while 

exposed to advertising (Brucks et al., 1988; John, 1999; Moses & Baldwin, 2005; 

Nairn & Fine, 2008). Although the relation between children’s advertising 

literacy and their susceptibility to advertising effects is widely taken for granted, 
little research has investigated this relation (Livingstone & Helsper, 2006). Future 

research should explicitly test the relation between understanding of persuasive 

tactics and advertising effects, including attitude toward the ad (Aad), attitude 

toward the brand (Ab), and purchase intent (PI; see Derbaix & Bree, 1997; 

Phelps & Hoy, 1996). 

 

Practical Implications 
From a public policy perspective, the findings of this study may help policy 
makers to formulate restrictive or regulatory policies concerning child-directed 

advertising. More specifically, our findings may prove useful in advancing 

industry self-regulation by enhancing the current insight in children’s ability to 

understand certain persuasive tactics. For example, existing policies are heavily 

based on the belief that the age of 8 marks an important shift in children’s 
advertising literacy. However, based on our findings we argue that the age of 10 

is a more appropriate criterion for policy decisions. Before this age, most 

children have not yet acquired an adult level of some crucial components of 

advertising literacy (i.e., understanding advertising’s persuasive intent, 

understanding advertisers’ tactics).  

In addition, our findings may provide input to advertising education 
programs focusing on skills in identifying and understanding persuasive tactics in 

advertising messages. Showing children examples of commercials containing 

certain persuasive tactics and explaining to them why those tactics are there may 

advance the moment ‘change of meaning’ occurs (cf. Friestad & Wright, 1999), 

that is, the age at which children come to realize that some aspects of an 
advertising message (e.g., a couple of happy children playing with the advertised 

product) are intentional attempts of advertisers to persuade them. This 

realization may fundamentally alter children’s responses to advertising messages. 
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In conclusion, to warrant a fair commercial environment for children, it is of 

great importance for policy makers to base their policies concerning children and 

advertising on scientific insights in children’s development of advertising literacy.  
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Chapter 4 
 

Does Children’s Advertising Literacy Reduces Their 

Desire for Advertised Products?1 
 

 
 

 

Abstract 

In both the academic and societal debate, it is widely assumed that advertising 

literacy can reduce children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. However, 

empirical evidence in support of this crucial assumption is missing. The present 

study aims to fill this gap. In a survey among 296 children (aged 8-12 years), we 
investigate whether children’s advertising literacy (i.e., advertising recognition 

and understanding of its selling and persuasive intent) reduces the relation 

between the amount of television advertising they are exposed to and their desire 

for advertised product categories. Interaction analysis in regression shows that 

from all advertising literacy variables, only understanding advertising’s persuasive 
intent was effective in reducing the impact of advertising exposure on children’s 

advertised product desire. However, this only applies to the older children in the 

sample (ages 10-12). For the younger children, understanding of persuasive 

intent even increased the impact of advertising. 

 

 
1 This chapter was published as: Rozendaal, E., Buijzen, M., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2009). 
Do Children’s Cognitive Advertising Defenses Reduce Their Desire for Advertised 
Products? Communications, 34, 287-303.  
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Introduction 

It is widely assumed that children are more susceptible to the persuasive 

influence of advertising than teenagers and adults (see Kunkel et al., 2004). The 

premise underlying this assumption is that because children’s advertising-related 

knowledge, or ‘advertising literacy’ (e.g., Livingstone & Helsper), has not yet fully 

matured, they are less able to defend themselves against persuasive advertising 
messages. Traditionally, most child and advertising theories assume that the first 

defense against advertising is a cognitive one, and therefore, advertising literacy 

can function as a filter when processing advertising messages. In this view, 

children who have acquired the necessary advertising literacy should be less 

susceptible to the persuasive influence of advertising. Accordingly, children’s 

advertising literacy is often referred to as a cognitive defense against advertising 
(Brucks, Armstrong, & Goldberg, 1988; Gunter, Oates, & Blades, 2005; Kunkel 

et al., 2004; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Rossiter & Robertson, 1974).  

The cognitive defense view not only dominates the academic debate 

about children and advertising, but has also set the agenda of the societal debate. 

Consumer advocates, parents, and policy makers are concerned that because 
children have not yet developed the necessary advertising literacy, child-directed 

advertising is inherently unfair (see Bandyopadhyay, Kindra, & Sharp, 2001; 

Kunkel et al., 2004), and, that this may lead to an increased risk of undesired 

consequences, including materialistic attitudes, parent-child conflict, and 

childhood obesity (Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2003a; 2003b; Moore, 2007). Based on 
this idea, many Western societies have implemented policies, either to protect 

children from advertising by advertising restrictions, or to increase their 

advertising literacy through advertising education programs (Gunter et al., 2005). 

Even though the cognitive defense view is widely adopted in both the 

academic and societal debate, there is good reason to challenge this view. More 

specifically, it is questionable whether advertising literacy is sufficient to resist the 
persuasive appeal of advertising. That is, the child and advertising literature does 

not provide us with any convincing evidence in support of the cognitive defense 

view.  

In the literature, two lines of empirical research prevail. One line focuses 

on the development of children’s advertising literacy, while the other 
concentrates on the effects of advertising on children (for reviews see John, 

1999; Martin, 1997; Kunkel, 2001; Kunkel et al., 2004; Young, 1990). Although 
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each of these lines have been extensively studied, the two have hardly ever been 

combined (cf., Kunkel et al., 2004; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006). This is 

remarkable, because only by linking these two types of research can we come to 

any definite conclusions on the role of advertising literacy in children’s 
susceptibility to advertising effects. Moreover, the few studies on advertising 

effects that did include a advertising literacy measure showed mixed results. For 

example, Robertson & Rossiter (1974) found a negative correlational relation 

between understanding advertising’s intent and desire for advertised products, 

whereas the findings of other studies did not yield any evidence in support of an 
empirical relation (Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; Ross, Campbell, Wright, 

Huston, Rice, & Turk, 1984). 

Therefore, the present study aims to expand on the child and advertising 

research literature by unraveling the theoretical relation between children’s 

advertising literacy and their susceptibility to advertising effects and by 

investigating this relation systematically. More specifically, in a survey among 8- 
to 12-year-old children, we investigate whether their advertising literacy reduces 

the relation between the amount of television advertising they are exposed to 

and their desire for frequently advertised product categories. Product desire is an 

important effect of advertising, because it is a necessary condition for behavioral 

advertising effects, such as product purchase or requests to parents. Several 
correlational and experimental studies investigating the effects of television 

advertising on children have demonstrated that exposure to advertising increased 

children’s desire for advertised products (e.g., Gorn & Goldberg, 1982; 

Robertson & Rossiter, 1976) and the number of their purchase requests (for a 

review, see Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2003a). To come to a specific research 
question, we first clarify further the concept of advertising literacy and then 

discuss how this literacy theoretically could be related to children’s susceptibility 

to advertising.  

 

Children’s Advertising Literacy 
Several theoretical models of advertising processes (Friestad & Wright, 1994; 

John, 1999; Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Roberts, 1983) have focused on children’s 

advertising literacy, but no univocal conceptualization can be found in the 
literature. However, most views share the assumption that advertising literacy 

encompass multiple skills, which accumulate during childhood (Gunter et al., 

2005; Wright, Friestad, & Boush, 2005). Although the various views identify 
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different types of skills, they all agree that the most fundamental components of 

advertising literacy are (a) recognition of advertising -- that is, children’s ability to 

distinguish commercials from regular television programming based on 

perceptual features (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2001; Kunkel et al., 2004) and (b) 
understanding of advertising -- that is, their ability to understand the intent of 

advertising (John, 1999; Martin, 1997).  

Both recognition and understanding of advertising have been 

demonstrated to develop significantly during childhood. For example, it has been 

shown that before about 5 years of age, children have difficulty distinguishing 
commercials from television programs and so view advertising primarily as 

entertainment (Bijmolt, Claassen, & Brus, 1998; Macklin, 1987; Oates, Blades, & 

Gunter, 2002). However, around the age of 8, the majority of children are able to 

recognize the difference between advertising and programs and start to 

understand the intent of advertising (Kunkel et al., 2004).  

Two different types of advertising intent have been distinguished: selling 
and persuasive intent (Kunkel et al., 2004; Young, 1990). The selling intent of 

advertising is defined as the advertiser’s attempt to influence consumers’ 

behavior directly, namely to induce them to buy a product (Moses & Baldwin, 

2005; Willson & Weiss, 1992). Persuasive intent is defined as the advertiser’s 

attempt to influence consumer behavior indirectly, by changing their mental 
state, for instance their desires and beliefs about a product (Moses & Baldwin, 

2005).  

Rozendaal, Buijzen, and Valkenburg (2008) have shown that children 

develop the understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising noticeably later 

than the understanding of its selling intent. Although children show a growing 
understanding of the selling intent of advertising as from the age of 8, their 

understanding of persuasive intent only shows a significant increase at about age 

10. This finding supported Moses and Baldwin’s (2005) assumption that 

understanding of persuasive intent requires a higher developmental level than 

understanding of selling intent, because it includes the insight that advertising 

attempts to change one’s mental state. This is referred to by Moses and Baldwin 
(2005) as an understanding of second-order mental states. 

The cognitive defense view assumes that children who have acquired 

advertising literacy, will use this literacy to critically process advertising messages. 

More specifically, advertising recognition and understanding will enable children 

to generate critical thoughts and counterarguments in opposition to the 
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persuasive arguments in advertising -- or will even make them ignore advertising 

-- which makes them in turn less susceptible to its persuasive influence (Brucks 

et al., 1988; Friestad & Wright, 1994; Wright, 1973).  

However, although this line of reasoning may sound plausible, there are 
important theoretical reasons to question the cognitive defense view. First, it has 

been suggested that even when children possess the necessary advertising 

literacy, they may fail to actually use this while they are watching advertising 

(Brucks et al, 1988; John, 1999; Moses & Baldwin, 2005). John (1999) has argued 

that up to the age of 12, children may not be fully able to spontaneously retrieve 
and apply advertising-related knowledge and understanding. Second, adult 

advertising theories have suggested that advertising effectiveness is not only 

determined by cognitive responses, but also, and perhaps more importantly, by 

affective responses to a message (Brown & Stayman, 1992). In other words, a 

child may possess the necessary advertising literacy, but can still be swayed by an 

attractive commercial. 
One might argue that these theoretical objections against the cognitive 

defense view relate to common sense perceptions. After all, the cognitive 

defense view would imply that adults, who are assumed to be able to recognize 

advertising and understand its intent, are resistant to persuasive advertising 

messages. However, most adults will readily admit they can be seduced by 
advertising, even when they are aware of the nature and intent of the persuasive 

message. In addition, the great amounts of money involved in the advertising 

industry might also be an indication that adult’s purchase behavior can be 

influenced by advertising. 

Because the empirical evidence needed to come to any definite 
conclusions about the role of advertising literacy in children’s desire for 

advertised products is missing, this study will examine the cognitive defense 

view. We investigate the following research question:  

 

RQ: Does children’s advertising literacy (i.e., advertising recognition, 

understanding selling intent, and understanding persuasive intent) 
reduces the relation between the amount of advertising they are exposed 

to and their desire for advertised product categories and does this vary 

children in different age groups? 
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Method 

Participants 

The results of this study are part of a large-scale survey study on children’s 
advertising literacy, which was conducted in 2007 (Rozendaal, Buijzen & 

Valkenburg, 2008). A total of 296 children between the ages of 8 and 12 

participated in the study (M = 10.07, SD = 1.24). The children were recruited 

from three elementary schools located in different parts of the Netherlands, 

which consisted of students with various socio-economic and cultural 

backgrounds. The sample consisted of 155 boys (52.4%) and 141 girls (47.6%).  
 

Procedure 

Prior to the implementation of the survey, institutional approval, parental 

consent, and children’s informed consent were obtained. Children were notified 

that the study would be about television and advertising and that they could stop 

participating at any time they wished. A female researcher brought the children 

to the school’s computer room in groups of 4 to 6. After a short introduction, 
she instructed the children to put on a headphone and start the computer-

assisted online survey. We preferred a computer assisted survey mode to more 

traditional modes of surveying, because this method is particularly appropriate 

for children in this age range (Borgers, De Leeuw, & Hox, 2000) and it allowed 

us to include audio-visual material. 

In the survey, several questions were asked about children’s advertising 
exposure, their advertised product desire, and the extent to which their parents 

engage in advertising-related communication. In addition, children watched 

child-directed television commercials and fragments of television programs. 

After each commercial or program fragment, children were presented with a 

question measuring their recognition of advertising. In addition, for each 
commercial participants were asked to answer a question measuring their 

understanding of its selling and persuasive intent. All commercial and program 

fragments were 20 to 30 seconds long and had been videotaped from three 

children’s television channels one and a half years prior to the survey. After 

completing the survey, which took about 15 to 25 minutes, the children were 
given a present. 
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Measures 

Advertising exposure. Following procedures from earlier studies, 

advertising exposure was measured by presenting children the titles of six 
popular television programs broadcasted during prime-time on both public and 

commercial television channels in the data collection period. Programs were 

selected to appeal to both boys and girls, and to children of different ages. 

Moreover, based on advertising broadcast data provided by Nielsen Media 

Research (November/December, 2006), programs were selected that were 

surrounded by a relatively high amount of advertising. Children were asked how 
often they had seen each program; response options were 1 (never), 2 (sometimes), 

3 (often), or 4 (very often). Combining advertising broadcast data with children’s 

program viewing frequency has been argued to be an accurate method to assess 

children’s advertising exposure (Buijzen, 2009; Desrochers & Holt, 2007; Slater, 

2004). A total score of children’s advertising exposure was calculated by 
averaging the scores on the six programs (Cronbach’s α = .54, range = 1-4, M = 

2.62, SD = .53).  

 

Advertised product desire. To measure advertised product desire, 

children were presented with a list of seven product categories (i.e., toys, food, 

DVD’s, computer games, ringtones, magazines, amusement parks) and were 

asked to indicate on the same 4-point scale how often they wanted to have the 

product category when they saw it in a commercial. We selected product 
categories that were frequently advertised before, during, or after the selected 

television programs. This selection was based on the Nielsen data. A total score 

of advertised product desire was constructed by averaging the scores on the 

seven items (α = .69, range = 1-4, M = 3.01, SD = .49). 

 

Recognition of advertising. To measure the ability to recognize 

advertising, children were presented with three child-directed television 
commercials and three fragments of television programs aimed at children. For 

each commercial and program fragment they were asked to indicate if they were 

watching a commercial (“Is this a commercial?”). Response options were 1 (yes) 

and 0 (no). A total score for recognition of advertising was constructed by first 

reversing the scores for program fragments and then calculating children’s total 
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mean score over the six commercials and program fragments (α = .47, range = 

0-6; M = 5.50; SD = 0.87). 

 

Understanding of advertising’s intent. Most earlier studies measuring 

advertising intent have assessed children’s understanding of advertising intent 

simply by asking them why commercials are shown on television (e.g., Butter et 
al., 1981; Donohue et al., 1978; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). However, some 

scholars have raised the concern that such open-ended questions may 

underestimate children’s understanding, given their limited language and memory 

retrieval abilities (Macklin, 1983). Therefore, a number of studies have used less 

cognitively-demanding techniques, such as using multiple-choice questions 

(Bijmolt et al., 1998; Donohue et al., 1980; Macklin, 1985, 1987). These studies 
have noted considerably higher levels of understanding advertising’s selling and 

persuasive intent. It must be noted, however, that most of these studies have 

failed to consider chance effects, and may therefore have overestimated 

children’s level of advertising understanding (Gunter et al., 2005).  

In the present study, we have attempted to overcome the weaknesses of 
earlier studies and to optimize measurement of children’s understanding of 

advertising intent in three ways. First, we exposed them to actual commercials in 

order to cue their advertising-related knowledge (Martin, 1997; Roedder, 1981). 

Second, we used a relatively simple recognition technique, by asking children to 

choose from a number of predefined response options. Third, we reduced 
chance effects by combining the responses to three different commercials. 

To measure understanding of advertising’s selling and persuasive intent, 

children were presented with the same three child-directed television 

commercials. For each commercial, they were asked to indicate if the commercial 

tried to make them buy the product (i.e., selling intent: “Does this commercial 

want you to buy product name?”) and make them like the product (i.e., persuasive 
intent: “Does this commercial want you to like product name?”); response options 

were 1 (yes); and 0 (no). Two scales were constructed: first, a scale for 

understanding of selling intent, calculating participant’s total mean score over the 

three commercial fragments (α = .60; range = 0-3; M = 2.47, SD = .86); and 

second, a scale for understanding of persuasive intent, constructed in the same 
way (α = .54; range = 0-3; M = 1.88, SD = 1.01).  
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Parental advertising mediation. Finally, we included parental 

advertising mediation as a control variable, because this has been shown to play 

an important role in modifying children’s advertising responses (Buijzen & 

Valkenburg, 2005; Prasad, Rao, & Sheikh, 1978; Wiman, 1983). To measure the 

extent to which parents engage in advertising mediation, a measurement 

instrument was adopted form earlier advertising mediation research (Buijzen & 
Valkenburg, 2005). The scale consisted of five items; response options were 1 

(never), 2 (sometimes), 3 (often), or 4 (very often). Examples of questions were ‘How 

often do your parents tell you that the purpose of advertising is to sell products?’ 

and ‘How often do your parents tell you that advertising does not always tell the 

truth?’ A total score for parental advertising mediation was constructed by 

averaging the scores on the five items (α = .73, M = 2.21, SD = .66). 
 

Results 

The aim of this study was to examine whether children’s advertising literacy 

reduces the effect of advertising exposure on their desire for advertised products 

(RQ1) and how this varied for children in different age groups. In other words, 

we aimed to investigate whether children’s level of advertising recognition and 

understanding interacted with the relation between advertising exposure and 
desire for advertised products. Before conducting the interaction analysis, we 

first performed a power analysis (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). The 

analysis showed that the power to detect a medium effect size (f2 = .20) was very 

high, above 0.99, which means that we had a large enough sample size to detect 

effects of practical importance. Then we tested the direct relation between 

children’s advertising exposure and their advertised product desire in a regression 
analysis. As anticipated, the analysis yielded a significant and positive relation (β 

= .32, B = .29; SE = .05, p < .001. Children’s advertising exposure explained 

10% of the variance in their desire for advertised products, F(1, 294) = 33.01, p 

< .001. This size of effect is comparable to what was found in studies on the 

relation between advertising exposure and children’s purchase requests (Buijzen 
& Valkenburg, 2003a).  

To investigate the interaction effect, we used a two-way interaction 

design in regression analysis (cf. Aiken & West, 1991). This design involved a 

regression equation with children’s desire for advertised products as the 

dependent variable. Following the procedure as described by Aiken and West, 
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sixteen predictors were entered: the independent variable (i.e., advertising 

exposure), the interaction variables (i.e., advertising recognition, understanding 

selling intent, understanding persuasive intent, and age), the two-way product 

terms of the independent and interaction variables (i.e., advertising recognition * 
advertising exposure, understanding selling intent * advertising exposure, 

understanding persuasive intent * advertising exposure, age * advertising 

exposure, advertising recognition * age, understanding selling intent * age, and 

understanding persuasive intent * age), and the control variable (i.e., parental 

advertising mediation). A significant regression coefficient for one of the two-
way product terms would indicate that the relation between advertising exposure 

and advertised product desire was indeed affected by an advertising literacy 

variable. 

In addition, to investigate whether age would moderate the effectiveness 

of different mediation strategies, three-way product terms were entered for age 

(advertising recognition * advertising exposure * age, understanding selling intent 
* advertising exposure * age, and understanding persuasive intent * advertising 

exposure * age). A significant regression coefficient for one of the three-way 

product terms would indicate that the relation between advertising exposure and 

advertised product desire was indeed affected by an advertising literacy variable 

and by age.  
Results of the interaction analyses are reported in Table 1. The 

predictors are grouped by advertising literacy variable. As expected, the relation 

between children’s advertising exposure and their advertised product desire 

remained significant. As can be seen in the table, the two-way product terms 

were all nonsignificant. However, the analysis did yield a significant three-way 
interaction for understanding persuasive intent and age. In order to more 

thoroughly understand what this significant interaction meant, the interaction 

effect was plotted and probed (cf. Preacher, Curran, & Bauwer, 2006). 
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Table 1  Interaction Analysis of the Relation Between Advertising Exposure and 

Advertised Product Desire 

 Advertised product desire 

 β B SE 

 

Advertising exposure 

Age 

Age * advertising exposure 

Advertising recognition 

Advertising recognition * advertising exposure 

Advertising recognition * age 

Advertising recognition * advertising exposure * age 

Understanding selling intent 

Understanding selling intent * advertising exposure 

Understanding selling intent * age 

Understanding selling intent * advertising exposure * 

age 

Understanding persuasive intent 

Understanding persuasive intent * advertising exposure 

Understanding persuasive intent * age 

Understanding persuasive intent * advertising exposure 

* age 

Parental advertising mediation 

R2 = .17 

F(16, 279) = 3.53*** 

 

 

.30*** 

.05 

-.08 

.06 

.02 

-.03 

-.07 

.00 

-.03 

.14 

-.05 

.07 

.07 

.01 

 

-.14* 

 

-.11* 

 

.28 

.02 

-.06 

.04 

.02 

-.01 

-.06 

.00 

-.04 

.06 

-.04 

.04 

.06 

.01 

 

-.10 

 

-.08 

 

.06 

.02 

.05 

.04 

.09 

.04 

.06 

.04 

.08 

.03 

.06 

.03 

.06 

.03 

 

.05 

 

.04 

*p < .05; ***p < .001.  

 

 

The interaction plot in Figure 1 illustrates the relation between children’s 

advertising exposure and their desire for advertised products as conditional on 

(1) understanding persuasive intent and (2) age. The broken regression lines 

indicate the relations between advertising exposure and advertised product desire 

for children with high levels of understanding persuasive intent, and the solid 

lines indicate the same relations for children with low levels of understanding 

persuasive intent. Furthermore, triangles mark relations for children younger 

than 10 (M age – 1SD, cf. Aiken & West, 1991), and squares indicate relations  



Chapter 4 

84 

for children of 10 years and older. The slopes of the lines indicate the direction 

and strength of the relations.  

 
Figure 1  Relation between children’s exposure to advertising and their advertised product 
desire as conditional on their understanding of persuasive intent – interaction plot. 
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As can be seen in the figure, understanding of persuasive intent interacted with 

advertising exposure among both the younger and the older children, though in 

an opposite direction. This means that among the older children, the relation 

between advertising exposure and product desire was weaker for children with a 
high level of understanding than for children with a low level of understanding 

of persuasive intent, whereas among the younger children, this relation was 

stronger for children with a high understanding of persuasive intent. In other 

words, understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising was only effective in 

reducing the relation between advertising exposure and desire for advertised 

products for the older children in the sample (ages 10-12). Among the younger 
children, understanding of advertising’s persuasive intent even increased the 

exposure-product desire relation. 

 

Discussion 

This study aimed to examine the widely held assumption that advertising literacy 

reduces children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. The study yielded three 

important findings. First, children’s recognition of advertising and their 
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understanding of its selling intent did not make them less susceptible to the 

persuasive influence of advertising. More specifically, recognition of advertising 

and understanding of its selling intent were not effective in reducing the relation 

between advertising exposure and their desire for advertised products. Second, 
understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising did reduce the relation 

between advertising exposure and children’s desire for advertised products, but 

only among the older children in the sample (ages 10-12). Third, for the younger 

children, understanding of advertising’s persuasive intent had an opposite effect, 

that is, it increased the exposure-product desire relation. In other words, young 
children with a better understanding of persuasive intent were more susceptible 

to advertising’s persuasive influence. From this we may conclude that the role of 

advertising literacy in children’s susceptibility to the persuasive influence of 

advertising depends on (1) the type of advertising literacy and (2) the age of the 

child.  

Our first finding showed that recognition of advertising and 
understanding advertising’s persuasive intent did not reduce the impact of 

advertising exposure on children’s desire for advertised products. An explanation 

for this finding is that, in order to defend themselves against advertising, children 

might need a more sophisticated understanding of advertising. As the results of 

our study indicate, children may need the more sophisticated understanding that 
advertising attempts to change their mental state (i.e., persuasive intent). In 

addition, other sophisticated advertising literacy skills, such as skepticism toward 

advertising and insights into its persuasive tactics and appeals may play an 

important role as well. Future research could extend this study by examining 

these more sophisticated advertising literacy variables. 
Our second finding showed that understanding of the persuasive intent 

of advertising was only effective in reducing the relation between advertising 

exposure and desire for advertised products among children of 10 years and 

older. A possible explanation for this finding is that children younger that 10 

years are not yet capable of using their advertising literacy. To do so, children 

should be able to retrieve already known advertising-related information while 
processing advertising messages. According to Lang’s (2000) limited capacity 

model of mediated message processing, the process of retrieving previously 

known information during viewing, is constrained by cognitive resource 

availability. For children younger than 10 years, processing a television 

commercial may require more cognitive resources than they have available to 
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allocate to the task. As a result, children may allocate all their resources to the 

task of processing the commercial, meaning that insufficient cognitive resources 

are left to actually retrieve and apply their advertising-related knowledge. 

In addition, advertising effects, such as advertised product desire, are not 
only determined by cognitive responses to a message, but also by affective 

responses (Brown & Stayman, 1992; Nairn & Fine, 2008). Children’s affective 

responses to advertising may play an important role in explaining advertising 

effectiveness, because children are to a large extent attending to and enjoying 

advertising as a form of entertainment (Derbaix & Bree, 1997; Moore & Lutz, 
2000). Several content analyses have shown that commercials aimed at young 

children are designed to appeal to their emotions, such as fantasy, fun, and peer 

popularity (Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2002; Kunkel & Gantz, 1997; Roberts & 

Pettigrew, 2007). For the youngest children, affective responses may be a 

stronger predictor of advertising effects than their cognitive responses. 

Therefore, future research should focus on children’s cognitive as well as 
affective responses to advertising and investigate which type of response best 

predicts advertising effects and how this varies by age.  

Our third finding showed that for children younger than 10 years, 

understanding of advertising’s persuasive intent even increased the impact of 

advertising exposure on their desire for advertised products. A possible 
explanation for this counterintuitive finding, is that children with higher levels of 

advertising literacy have a better developed advertising-related associative 

memory network. According to Lang’s (2000) limited capacity model, this 

implies that the more children know about advertising the easier it is to learn 

more about it. In other words, for children with higher levels of advertising-
related knowledge, it may be easier to process the persuasive content of a 

commercial. Given the assumption that children younger than 10 years do not 

yet use their advertising literacy to think critically or generate counterarguments 

against advertising, this may result in stronger advertising effects (e.g., brand 

awareness, advertised product desire).  

 

Limitations 

This was the first study that has examined the cognitive defense view explicitly, 
and could be a starting point for future research in exploring the role of 

advertising literacy. However, several limitations should be taken into account. 
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First, it should be noted that the findings are based on correlational data. To 

come to definite conclusions about the causal direction of the observed relations, 

causal-correlational research is needed. Second, children’s advertising exposure 

was measured by combining data on children’s program viewing frequency with 
advertising broadcasting data. However, the fact that children have watched a 

program that is surrounded by many commercials does not necessarily mean that 

they have seen all or most of the commercials. Therefore, future research should 

extend this study by examining the relation between children’s advertising 

literacy and their susceptibility to advertising effects in an experimental design in 
which advertising exposure is manipulated and desire for the advertised product 

is measured, along with the advertising literacy variables. 

 

Policy Implications 

Taking these reservations into account, this study has important implications for 

the ongoing societal debate about children and advertising. As noted earlier, 

many Western societies have implemented policies based on the cognitive 

defense view, including efforts to increase children’s advertising literacy through 
advertising education programs. Although earlier studies have demonstrated that 

advertising education can successfully stimulate advertising literacy (Brucks et al., 

1988; Donohue, Henke, & Meyer, 1983; Feshbach, Feshbach, & Cohen, 1982; 

Hobbs & Frost, 2003; Roberts et al., 1980), our findings suggest that these 

efforts do not necessarily enable children to defend themselves against 
advertising. This underlines the importance for policy makers to develop 

educational interventions based on scientific insights into children’s processing 

of advertising, and, as argued by Wright et al. (2005), the need to examine 

experimentally the effectiveness of such interventions. 

It has been argued that advertising literacy could be effective when 

children are triggered to use this literacy, for instance by audiovisual cues which 
could activate children’s stored advertising knowledge (Brucks et al., 1988; 

Buijzen, 2007; Roedder, 1981). However, much remains unclear about the 

effectiveness of cues in activating children’s advertising literacy in a natural 

context of advertising exposure. Future research might address this issue. 

Additional insight into the effectiveness of cues will assist policy makers in 
designing government regulations requiring advertisers to insert cues that trigger 

children’s advertising literacy. As today’s children grow up in a fundamentally 
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commercialized media environment, it is of great theoretical and societal 

importance to examine whether and how advertising literacy can be successful in 

helping children to defend themselves against the persuasive influence of 

advertising.  
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Chapter 5 
 

The Role of Cognitive and Affective Defense Mechanisms 

in Reducing Children’s Susceptibility to Advertising 

Effects 1 
 

 

 

 
Abstract 

The principle aim of this study was to develop and test a model of children’s 

advertising defenses. Within this model, two paths to reduced advertising 

susceptibility (i.e., attitude towards the advertised brand) were hypothesized: a 

cognitive and an affective path. The secondary aim was to compare these paths 

using two thought-elicitation methods (i.e., think-aloud and thought-listing). The 
model was tested on a sample of 8- to 12-year-old children (N = 163). Structural 

equation modeling revealed that, for children in the think-aloud group, both the 

cognitive and affective path were successful in reducing advertising susceptibility. 

However, for children in the thought-listing group, the affective path was 

effective only. These findings suggest that the think-aloud method increased 
children’s motivation and ability to critically process the commercial message.  

 
1 This chapter is revised and resubmitted for publication to Human Communication 
Research as: Rozendaal, E., Buijzen, M., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2011). The role of 
cognitive and affective defense mechanisms in reducing children’s susceptibility to 
advertising effects.  
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Introduction 

Children’s advertising susceptibility has long been the subject of academic and 

societal debate. Within this debate, it is generally assumed that advertising-related 

knowledge, or ‘advertising literacy’ (e.g., Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Young, 

1990), can reduce advertising’s effect on children. Accordingly, advertising 

literacy is often seen as a defense against advertising (Brucks, Armstrong, & 
Goldberg, 1988; Rossiter & Robertson, 1974). However, to defend against the 

effects of advertising, children must not only possess the necessary advertising 

literacy, they must also, and even more importantly, be able to use (i.e., retrieve 

and apply) this literacy in order to critically process an advertising message while 

being exposed to it. 

An extensive body of research has focused on the development of 
children’s advertising literacy (e.g., understanding advertising’s intent; see John, 

1999; Kunkel et al., 2004; Rozendaal, Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2009a; 2010). 

However, children’s ability to retrieve and apply this literacy as a critical defense 

has rarely been studied. To our knowledge, only Brucks et al. (1988) have 

investigated this crucial skill. They examined 9- to 10-year-old children’s 
thoughts while watching television commercials and found that children 

generated critical thoughts about the commercials only when given a cue to 

retrieve their advertising literacy from memory. This is in line with 

developmental and information processing theories (John, 1999; Moses & 

Baldwin, 2005; Roedder, 1981) suggesting that children between the ages of 8 to 
12 years lack the cognitive abilities to retrieve and apply previously stored 

knowledge spontaneously and, instead, are able to do so only when triggered by 

a cue.  

While the critical thoughts produced by the children in Brucks et al.’s 

study reveal an effort to defend against advertising’s persuasive appeal, the 

authors did not address the effectiveness of these efforts in reducing children’s 
susceptibility to advertising’s effects. A long tradition of research suggests that 

critical thoughts about the advertising message, the advertised product or 

advertising in general, arising during advertising exposure, are important 

mediators of persuasion among adults (e.g., Greenwald, 1968; Petty & Cacioppo, 

1979; Wright, 1973). However, it is unclear whether these results also extend to 
children.  
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The present study aims to establish the role of children’s critical 

thoughts, or defense responses, in the persuasion process. Specifically, we examine 

whether 8- to 12-year-old children produce defense responses during exposure 

to a television commercial and, in turn, whether these responses lead to reduced 
susceptibility to its effects. We focus on brand attitude as an indicator of 

advertising susceptibility as this is considered one of the most important 

predictors of the behavioral outcomes of advertising exposure, such as purchase 

intent and consumption (see Brown & Stayman, 1992; Phelps & Hoy, 1996). We 

focus on 8- to 12-year-olds as information processing theories suggest that even 
if children in this age group have acquired the necessary advertising literacy, they 

may still lack the cognitive abilities to retrieve and apply this literacy as a defense 

(John, 1999; Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Roedder, 1981). By investigating the link 

between children’s defense responses and advertising effects, this study provides 

important insights into children’s ability to defend against the persuasive appeal 

of advertising. 
 

A Conceptual Model of Children’s Advertising Defenses 

Two types of defense response are generally distinguished: cognitive and 

affective (e.g., Batra & Ray, 1986; Jacks & Cameron, 2003; Zuwerink & Devine, 

1996). Cognitive defense responses include any critical thoughts occurring while 

processing advertising that are based on cognition. Such defense responses 

require children to utilize prior knowledge, in that they must retrieve pre-existing 
knowledge from memory and apply this to the content of the advertising 

message (Brucks et al., 1981; Friestad & Wright, 1994). For example, when 

exposed to an advertisement, children may use their advertising literacy to 

construct responses in which they explicitly express an awareness and 

understanding of its intent and persuasive tactics (e.g., “they want children to ask 

their parents for this doll”), or to respond negatively toward the advertisement 
(e.g., “ads don’t tell the truth”). Affective defense responses include thoughts 

occurring while processing advertising that express negative affect toward the 

advertisement, the advertised product or brand, or toward advertising in general. 

Typical examples include “yuck!”, “this is stupid!” and “I don’t like this” (Brucks 

et al., 1981; Jacks & Cameron, 2003; Zuwerink & Devine, 1996).  
This study proposes a conceptual model to explain how children’s 

defense responses may reduce their susceptibility to advertising effects (i.e., 
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attitude toward the advertised brand). Within this model, we hypothesize two 

paths to reduced brand attitude; one incorporating the impact of cognitive 

defense responses and one incorporating the impact of affective defense 

responses. As previous research has shown that attitude toward the 
advertisement is one of the most important mediating factors in the persuasion 

process (e.g., Brown & Stayman, 1992; Buijzen, 2007; Derbaix & Bree, 1997; 

Moore & Lutz, 2000; Phelps & Hoy, 1996), we anticipate that both paths will be 

mediated by children’s ad attitude. Specifically, we anticipate that the cognitive 

defense path will be mediated by the cognitive component of attitude towards 
the ad (i.e., increased skepticism toward the advertisement) and the affective 

defense path will be mediated by the affective component (i.e., decreased liking 

of the advertisement). Finally, we expect skepticism toward the advertisement to 

influence children’s attitude toward the advertised brand directly and also 

indirectly, via ad liking. That is, children who are more skeptical about the ad will 

like it less (Buijzen, 2007) which, in turn, will reduce their attitude towards the 
advertised brand. The paths leading from both cognitive and affective defense 

responses to reduced advertising susceptibility are modeled in Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1   Hypothesized model of children’s cognitive and affective advertising defenses. 

 

+ 

- 

- 

- + 

 

 

Measuring Children’s Defenses Responses  

The traditional method of measuring recipients’ responses during advertising 
exposure is thought-listing (e.g., Cacioppo & Petty, 1981; Ericsson & Simon, 1980; 
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 pupils 

ckgrounds. The sample 

onsisted of 82 boys (50%) and 81 girls (50%). 

Wright, 1973). This technique requires participants to retrospectively provide 

verbal or written reports of the thoughts they experienced during advertising 

exposure. Being a recall technique, one disadvantage of thought listing is that it 

may be difficult for individuals to accurately remember the thoughts experienced 
while performing a task (e.g., processing a television commercial). Retrospectio

implies that information must be retrieved from long-term memory and then 

verbalized, which may be particularly difficult for 8- to 12-year-old children. A

consequence, children may fail to report thoughts they had while viewing the 

commercial or may report false memories, whereby thoughts that did not actually 
ere retrieved as if they did (Van Someren, Barnard, & Sandberg, 1994). 

Another often used method is think-aloud (e.g., Ericsson & Simon, 199

Genest & Turk, 1981). Here participants are asked to verbalize their thoughts 

while simultaneously performing a specific task. Compared to thought-listing, 

this technique has the advantage of providing an ongoing record of thoughts and 

thus reduces potential memory bias. However, as think-aloud is a concurrent 
technique, it may interfere with the ongoing cognitive process (e.g., processing a 

television commercial). That is, prompting participants to report what they are 

thinking may introduce additional cues in working memory. This may lead to the 

retrieval of information from long-term memory (which otherwise woul

inactive) which may push current information out of working memory, 
disturbing and pot

g, 1994).  

As these thought-elicitation methods possess important advantages an

disadvantages, we decided to use both the thought-listing and the think-aloud 

method to tap children’s defense responses and explore whether there are any 
n

 

Participants 

A total of 163 children between the ages of 8 and 12 participated in the study (8-
9 years: n = 81; 11-12 years: n = 82). Children were recruited from six elementary

schools located in various regions of the Netherlands, thus incorporating

from a variety of socio-economic and cultural ba

c
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Materials and Procedure 

We compiled a short video compilation including a fragment of the popular 

Dutch youth television series Spangas, followed by a program-commercial 

separator, a television commercial for a doll named Baby Sofie and a commercial 

for Lays chips. To render the viewing situation as natural as possible, we include

a program-commercial separator that is typically used on the television channel 
broadcasting Spangas. The program fragment was 40 seconds in length, the 

program-commercial separator was 7 seconds, and the commercials were 20 

seconds each. 

Prior to data collection, institutional approval and parental and child 

informed consent were obtained. Children were informed that the study was 

about television and advertising and that they could stop participating at an
time. None of the children refused to participate. Children were randomly 

assigned to one of two thought-elicitation groups: think-aloud (n = 82) or 

thought- g (n = 81) and were interviewed indivilistin

 

Think-aloud. At the beginning of the session, the interviewer infor

the children that she was very interested in their thoughts when they are 
watching television. The children then engaged in a short task to familiarize 

themselves with the process of think-aloud (Eveland & Dunwoody, 2000; Lodg

Tripp, & Harte, 2000). Following this, they were shown the video compilation 

on the interviewer’s notebook. Prior to viewing, the interviewer instructed the 

children to report aloud everything that they were thinking while watching the 

video. Children who remained silent for 5 seconds during viewing were given 
standard prompt: “

 

 

Thought-listing. As before, the interviewer began the session by te

the children that she was very interested in their thoughts when they are 

watching television. The children then engaged in a short task to familiarize 

themselves with the process of thought-listing (Eveland & Dunwoody, 2000; 
Lodge, Tripp, & Harte, 2000). They were then exposed to the video compilat

on the interviewer’s notebook.  Following viewing, the children were asked: 

“Can you tell me everything you were thinking while you were watching the 
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Immediately following the think-aloud or thought-listing interview, all childre

were asked to complete a survey. Within this survey, several questions were 

asked about the last commercial they saw in the video compilation (Lays chips 

commercial). These questions established the children’s skepticism and liking 
the commercial and their attitude towards the brand. The entire sessi

around 30 minutes. All c

 

Coding of Thoughts 

 Initially, we grouped children’s verbalizations into segments representing 

‘thoughts’ by defining meaningful units (cf. Blackwell, et al., 1985; Lodge e

2000; Van Someren et al., 1994). Meaningful units refer to verbalizations 
containing one line of reasoning, one specific argument, or statement.  Secondly, 

we developed a coding scheme that could be used to categorize these meaningful

units (i.e., thoughts). Based on earlier studies (e.g., Brucks et al., 1988; Zuwe

& Devine, 1996), four initial coding dimensions were developed. The four 

dimensions were (1) relevance of thought (i.e., relevant or irrelevant), (2) origin 
of thought (i.e., message-originated or recipient-generated), (3) nature of thought 

(i.e., cognitive or affective), and (4) polarity of thought (i.e., positive, negative, or 

neutral). In addition, in order to  assess children’s explicit use of their con

advertising literacy (i.e., understanding of advertising’s intent and use of 

persuasive tactics) a fifth coding dimension was added (5) advertising 

understanding (i.e., understanding or no understanding). Categories within each 
coding dimension were mutually exclusive. Relevant statements only were coded

on origin, nature, polarity, and advertising literacy. Definitions and exam

gories within each coding dimension can be found in Table 1.  

All thoughts were coded by two independent judges and inter-co

reliability was calculated using Cohen’s Kappa (1960). Kappa’s indicated 
substantial inter-coder agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977) as follows; .68 for 

relevance of thought, .77 for origin of thought, .80 for nature of thought, .74 fo
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polarity of thought, and .67 for advertising literacy. A third judge coded 

independently all thoughts on which the first two judge

 

es 

Cognitive defense responses. The coding process revealed two types 

of cognitive defense responses: (1) conceptual cognitive responses (i.e., cognitive 

responses explicitly expressing an understanding of advertising’s intent or tactic

used), and (2) negative cognitive responses (i.e., cognitive responses which 
negative about the commercial or advertised brand).  Both measures were 

created by collapsing categories. More specifically, the conceptual cognitive respo

measure was created by totaling all relevant, recipient-generated, cognitive 

thoughts that explicitly expressed an understanding of advertising’s intent and/o

persuasive tactics. Following earlier work on cognitive defense responses (e.g
Brucks et al., 1981; Jacks & Cameron, 2003; Zuwerink & Devine, 1996), the 

negative cognitive responses measure was created by totaling all relevant, recipie

generated, negative  cognitive thoughts and then s

t-generated, positive cognitive thoughts.  

On average, the children produced a total of .10 conceptual cognitive 
responses (range = 0 - 3; SD = .39) and .12 negative cognitive responses

= 0 - 2; SD = .39). Note that the latter value is a net value calculated by 

subtracting the total number of positive from the total number of negative 

thoughts. There were no significant differences in the number of cognitive 

defense responses elicited by children in the thought-listing versus the think-

aloud group; conceptual cognitive responses, t(161) = .97, p = .33, e
at

 

Affective defense responses. As for the cognitive defense response 

measures, the affective defense response measure (i.e., affective responses which 

are negative about the commercial or advertised brand) was created by collapsi

categories. More specifically, a negative affective responses measure was created

totaling all relevant, recipient-generated, negative affective thoughts and
subtracting all relevant, recipie

nk & Devine, 1996).  
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really), 3 es, a little bit), and 4 (yes, very much). A total scale was constructed by 

averagin  scores on the six items (α = .71; range = 1-4; M = 2.49, SD = .48). 

 

On average, the children produced a total of .10 negative affective 

responses (range = -2 - 4; SD = .84). Again, note that this value is a net value 

calculated by subtracting the total number of positive from the total number of 

negative thoughts. There were no significant difference

oud group, t(161) = 1.21, p = .23, eta2 = .009. 

 

Skepticism toward the commercial. To measure skepticism tow

the Lays chips commercial, Obermiller and Spangenberg’s (1998) ad skepticism 

scale was adapted for use with children. The scale contained seven items 

reflecting children’s tendency toward disbelief in advertising (e.g., Do you think 

the Lays chips commercial tells the truth?; Do you think you can believe the Lays 
chips commercial?). Response options were 1 (yes, for sure), 2 (yes, I think so

n the seven items (α = .77; range = 1-4; M = 2.26, SD = .47). 

 

Liking of the commercial. To measure liking of the commercial, 

children were asked to indicate on a 4-point scale how much they liked the Lays 

chips commercial using five items (e.g., Do you think the Lays chips commercial 
is funny?; Do you think the Lays chips commercial is boring?). Response options 

were 1 (no, not at all), 2

2, SD = .70). 

 

Attitude toward the brand. To measure brand attitude, children wer

asked to indicate on a 4-point scale how much they liked Lays chips (e.g., Do

like Lays chips?; Do you think Lays chips are great?), using six items based on 
Pecheux and Derbaix’s (1999) brand attitude scale. This scale is  particularly 

suited to children aged 8 to 12. Response options were 1 (no, not at all), 2 (no, n

 (y

g
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e commercial was negatively related, and liking of the commercial was 
ed brand. Finally, a significant 

gative relation was found between skepticism and liking of the commercial. 

for all Variabl

3 4 5

Results 

Preparatory Analyses 

To investigate whether the pattern of results was as expected, zero-order 
correlations were computed between all variables in the model (see Table 1). As

anticipated, cognitive defense responses (i.e., conceptual cognitive responses and

negative cognitive responses) were positively related to skepticism toward

commercial, and affective defense responses (i.e., negative affective responses) 

were negatively related to liking of the commercial. Further, skepticism toward

th
positively related, to attitude toward the advertis

ne

 
Table 1   Zero-Order Correlations es 

r 1 2

 
1. Conceptual cognitive responses  

2. Negative cognitive responses 
s 

. Skepticism toward the commercial 

. Attitude toward the brand 

.17*

-.16*

-.16*

.18*

-.19*

-.16*

.10

-.38***

-.11

-

-.42***

-.39***

-
.34***

3. Negative affective response
4

5. Liking of the commercial 
6

 

-

.20*

-.03
-

.02 -

Notes. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.  

 

 

Structural Equation Modeling Analyses 

The hypothesized paths between children’s cognitive and affective defense 

responses and their brand attitude were investigated using the structural equation 
modeling program AMOS 17 (Arbuckle, 2008). The structural equation analysis 

was based upon three independent variables (conceptual cognitive responses, 

negative cognitive responses, and negative affective responses), two mediating 

variables (skepticism and liking) and one dependent variable (attitude toward th

advertised brand). To indicate the fit between the data and the specified model, 
three model fit indices were used: The χ2-test, the comparative fit index (CFI), 

and the

e 

 root mean square error of approximation index (RMSEA). The model 
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Figure 2. Structural equation model of children’s advertising defenses. 

e supported with a nonsignificant χ2, a CFI value of .95 or more, and a 

RMSEA value of .05 or less, with p-close > .05 (Browne & Cudeck, 1992; Byrne,

2001). 

The hypothesized model fit the data well, χ2(6, N = 163) = 8.59, p =
CFI = .97; RMSEA = .05 with p-close .42. The observed model is presented in 

Table 2. All six causal paths specified in the hypothesized model were found to 

be statistically significant (one-tailed, .10 significance level). These six paths 

represented the relations between (1) conceptual cognitive responses and 

skepticism (β = .14, B = .17, SE = .09, p < .10), (2) negative cognitive responses 
and skepticism (β = .15, B = .18, SE = .09,  p < .10), (3) negative affective 

responses and liking (β = -.34, B = -.28, SE = .06, p < .001), (4) skepticism an

liking (β = -.39, 

(β

.22, B = .15, SE = .05, p < .01). The model explained 19% of th

 

Note. Coefficients represent standardized beta weights, all significant at least at p < .10.

 

 

To investigate whether the paths to reduced advertising susceptibility differed 

according to the thought elicitation method used (think-aloud versus thought-
listing), a multigroup analysis was conducted (Byrne, 2001). Evidence for 

differences between two groups is found when the unconstrained model (i.e., 

 

.14 

-.34 

-.39 

-.30 

.15 

.22 
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esponses had no impact on their 
skepticism toward the commercial (β = -.06, B = -.08, SE = .15, z = -.530, ns). 

Moreover, skepticism did not dec tly their brand attitude (β = -.15, 

ense 

e paths 
We 

eveloped and tested a model explaining how cognitive and affective defense 

sponses may reduce children’s attitude toward the advertised brand, by 

nhancing skepticism and decreasing their liking of the commercial.  

parameters are free to differ across both groups) demonstrates a better fit than

the constrained model (i.e., parameters are equal across both groups). A chi-

square difference test checks for significant differences between the two models

Our chi-square difference test, χ2change(6, N = 163) = 11.85, p < .10 (p = .07), 
revealed that the unconstrained model, χ2(12, N = 163) = 8.08, p = .78; CFI = 

1.00; RMSEA = .00 with p-close
2(18, N = 163) = 19.93, p = .34; CFI = .977; RMSEA = .03 with p-c

.73. This suggests that the model does not fit children in the thought-listing an

think-aloud group equally well.  
To ascertain which structural paths differed for the two groups

analyzed the invariance of each structural path separately, while retaining the 

specified equality constraints of previously established invariant parameters (i.e., 

the measurement weights; Byrne, 2001). Two structural paths differed 

significantly between the groups; (1) the path from negative cognitive response

to skepticism, and (2) the path from skepticism to brand attitude, χ2change (2, N = 
163) = 11.04, p < .01. For children in the think-aloud group, negative cognitive 

responses increased their skepticism toward the commercial (β = .32, B = .3

SE = .11, z = 3.047, p < .01) which, in turn, decreased their brand attitude (β =

.43, B = -.48, SE = .11, z = -4.198, p < .001). However, for children in the 

thought-listing group, negative cognitive r

rease significan

B = -.14, SE = .11, z = -1.273, ns).  

 

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to ascertain how 8- to 12-year-old children’s def

responses, during exposure to television advertising, can reduce their 

susceptibility to advertising’s effects. In addition, we compared the defens
for two thought-elicitation methods; think-aloud and thought-listing. 

d
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Mechanisms of Children’s Defense Responses 

In accordance with our expectations, children’s cognitive defense responses (i.e., 

conceptual cognitive responses and negative cognitive responses) increased the

skepticism toward the commercial which, in turn, reduced their attitude toward 

the advertised brand. Additionally, children’s affective defense responses (i.e., 

negative affective responses) reduced their liking of the commercial which, in 
turn, reduced their attitude toward the advertised brand. Thus, both the 

cognitive and affective defense paths were effective in reducing children’s 

susceptibility to advertising’s effects. This implies that cognitive and affective 

mechanisms play an important role not only in establishing persuasion (e.g., 

Batra & Ray, 1986; Burke & Edell, 1989; Homer, 2006; Vakratsas & Ambler,

1999), but also defending against it.  
This study also indicated that the effectiveness of the defense paths 

differed between children in the thought-listing and the think-aloud groups. 

Specifically, for children in the think-aloud group both the cognitive and 

affective defense paths were successful in reducing susceptibility. However, for 

children in the thought-listing group the affective defense path only turned out 
to be effective. This suggests that each thought-elicitation method differentially 

affected children’s processing of the commercial. An explanation for this can b

found in information processing theories (e.g., Lang, 2000; Roedder, 1981). Suc

theories suggest that there are three major sub-processes involved in processing 

mediated messages (e.g., television commercials): (1) encoding the message into 
working memory (i.e., the part of the brain where currently active information 

resides), (2) retrieval of relevant information from long-term memory into 

working memory (i.e., reactivation), and (3) application of retrieved information

the encoded content of the mediated message, resulting in new associations 

between concepts, which are then stored in long-term memory. Each of these 

sub-processes may be performed in either a cursory or thorough manner, 
dependent upon whether the message recipient is motivated and able to allocate 

sufficient cognitive resources to processing the message (Buijzen et al., 2010; 

MacInnis & Jaworski, 1988; Meyers-Levi & Malaviya, 1999). 

In the present study, it is conceivable that prompting the children to 

think-aloud whilst viewing the commercial may have functioned as a cue to 
increase their motivation and ability to allocate greater cognitive resources to the 

three subprocesses involved in advertising processing (cf., Lang, 2000; Roedder
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1981). Initially, prompting the children to think-aloud whilst watching the 

commercial may have increased their motivation to allocate more cognitive 

resources to encoding the commercial into working memory (sub-process 1). In 

other words, the prompts may have altered children’s goal from passively 
viewing the commercial to actively attending to the things they saw and heard. 

Likewise, prompts to think-aloud may have also increased children’s ability to 

allocate more resources to retrieval of previously stored relevant knowledge

advertising literacy) from long-term memory (sub-process 2). In addition, the 

prompts may have increased the resources available for children to apply their 
retrieved advertising literacy to the commercial (sub-process 3). That is, the 

prompts may have increased the children’s ability to critically evaluate the 

content of the commercial in l

 conceptual and negative cognitive defense responses). In turn, this may 

have resulted in new associations about the commercial (i.e., skepticism toward 

it) and the advertised brand (i.e., less favorable brand attitudes) which were t
stored in long-term memory. 

While our results did indicate that children in the thought-listing group 

produced cognitive defense responses while watching the commercial, these 

responses were not effective in reducing their advertising susceptibility. An 

explanation for this finding is that these children did not allocate sufficient 
cognitive resources to all three sub-processes involved in advertising processin

They may have had enough resources available to encode the commercial and to 

retrieve their advertising literacy from memory (sub-processes 1 and 2), but m

have failed to successfully apply this retrieved literacy to the content of the 

commercial. Thus, no new (less favorable) associations about the commercial 
and advertised brand were formed and stored in long-term memory (sub

3). Based on this explanation, we could conclude that compared to thought-

listing, the think-aloud method stimulated children to allocate more cognitive 

resources to the third sub-process  (i

ren were able to autonomously retrieve their previously stored 

advertising literacy during commercial exposure, they were unable to succe
apply this retrieved advertising literacy as a critical defense unless triggered by a 

cue (i.e., prompted to think aloud).  

However, this conclusion should be interpreted with caution as an 

alternative explanation could be that children in the thought-listing group 

reported false memories (i.e. thoughts that did not actually appear while watch
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the commercial were retrieved as if they did). One disadvantage of the tho

listing technique is that providing retrospective reports may be difficult for

12-year-old children. The children may have struggled to recollect their thoughts 

while viewing the commercial and reported their thoughts at the moment of 
questioning instead (i.e., post-hoc rationalization and reconstruction; Van 

Someren et al., 1994). The prompts to report the thoughts they had while 

watching the video may have functioned as a cue which triggered the children

retrieve previously stored knowledge from memory (i.e., advertising literacy an

commercial information), which was then used to construct their responses. Thi
may have given the false impression that children in the thought-listing group 

constructed as many defense responses as children in the think-aloud group. 

Following this logic, we could conclude that compared to thought-listing, 

think-aloud method stimulated children to allocate more cognitive resources t

nd (i.e., retrieval) and third sub-processes (i.e., application) involved in 

advertising processing. This suggests that the children were unable to retrieve 
and apply their advertising literacy as a critical defense during advertising 

exposure, unless they were triggered by a cue (i.e., prompted to think alo

Finally, and of particular relevance, the affective defense mechanism wa

effective not only in reducing advertising susceptibility for children in the think-

aloud group, but also for children in the thought-listing group. One explanation 
for this is that children are less dependent upon information processing 

capacities (i.e., available cognitive resources) for negative affective response

become a successful defense,  as they may operate via less cognitively demandin

mechanisms. That is, negative affective responses generated during commercial 

processing are typically transferred automatically to the advertised brand in the 
absence of thoughtful consideration of the commercial content (i.e

conclude that affective defense mechanisms may succes

advertising susceptibility even when children are unable to use (i.e., retrie

apply) their advertising literacy to critically process a commercial.  

 

Implications and Suggestions for Future Research 

This study investigated children’s defense responses whilst processing a 
television commercial and noted that both cognitive and affective defense 

mechanisms may play an important role in reducing children’s susceptibility to
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hen 

advertising effects. Our results also showed that the effectiveness of these 

defense mechanisms in reducing susceptibility varied a

n method used. We can thus conclude that the two thought-elicitatio

methods differentially affected the way the children processed the advertising
message, with the think-aloud method stimulating children’s level of cognitive 

processing compared to the thought-listing method.  

This has important methodological implications for future research 

investigating children’s processing of advertising specifically, and also media 

more generally. When using the think-aloud or thought-listing method, that thes
approaches differ in the validity of the data they produce must be accounte

On the one hand, the thought-listing method may provide invalid data due to 

memory errors. Our findings suggest that it may be difficult for children to 

accurately recollect their thoughts whilst viewing a commercial, which may lead

to both incomplete and false reports. On the other hand, the think-aloud 

method may produce invalid data due to disturbances in cognitive processing. 
Our results indicated that prompting children to verbalize their thoughts whilst 

viewing a com

h this disturbance effect turned out to be highly interesting for the 

present study, further research should explore how we can measure accurately

the thoughts children have during media exposure without influencing cognitive
processing.   

Our findings have important implications for the ongoing societal 

debate about children and advertising. In many Western societies, public and 

political attention is drawn increasingly toward methods of reducing children’s 

advertising susceptibility, such as education programs aimed at increasing 
advertising literacy and consumer skills. Earlier studies have demonstrated t

such programs can successfully stimulate advertising literacy (Brucks et al.,

Donohue, Henke, & Meyer, 1983; Feshbach, Feshbach, & Cohen, 1982

, 2003; Roberts et al., 1980). However, research investigating the link 

between literacy and advertising’s effects suggest that increased advertising 

literacy does not necessarily enable children to defend themselves against 
advertising (Chernin, 2007; Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2009).  

It has been argued that advertising literacy may be effective in reduci

advertising susceptibility when children are triggered to utilize this knowledge

(Brucks et al., 1988; Buijzen, 2007; Roedder, 1981). For instance, Buijzen

found that children’s susceptibility to television commercials was reduced w
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 advertising intervention programs 
as a stra gy to counteract advertising’s influence. It is thus of great societal and 

political importance to understand  interventions (in terms of form 

mselves 

Batra, R ance of 

Blackwe

? A comparison of think aloud and 

they were provided with fact-based comments during exposure. Specifica

providing facts about the commercial and the advertised product stimulated 

children’s advertising understanding and commercial skepticism, which 

negatively influenced their intention to ask for the advertised product. The 
present study showed that even a non-instructive intervention (thought-

triggering) can effectively reduce children’s advertising susceptibility. This is of 

interest to parents and other caretakers who can provide comments ab

ing whilst watching television with children (Boush, 2001; Buijzen 

Valkenburg, 2005; Buijzen, Rozendaal, Moorman, & Tanis, 2008). Specifically, t
help children defend against advertising, parents could encourage them to t

about what they see and hear whilst watching television commercials. 

Finally, our study showed that affective defense mechanisms can

successfully reduce children’s advertising susceptibility even when they are no

motivated or able to process a commercial thoroughly (e.g. due to limited 

cognitive abilities). Therefore, interventions aimed at reducing children’s 
advertising susceptibility should focus not only on stimulating cognitive 

defenses, but also on increasing affective advertising defenses. For instance, 

education programs could explicitly question advertising’s entertainment value in 

order to install less favorable advertising attitudes. Increasingly, many Western 

societies are encouraging the development of
te

 what types of

and content) may be most beneficial in helping children to defend the

against the persuasive appeal of advertising. 
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Appendix 1  Definitions and Examples of Coding Categories 

Category Definition/Example 

 

Relevance of thought 
Relevant Thoughts related to the commercial, product class, advertised 

product/brand, or advertising in general (e.g., “I like potato chips”). 
Irrelevant Thoughts not related to the commercial, product class, advertised 

product/brand, or advertising in general (e.g., “My sister is very 

sweet”). 
Origin of thought  

Message-

originated 

Restatement or paraphrase of verbal or pictorial content of the 

commercial. Little or no use of prior knowledge (e.g., “A boy and 
girl are playing together”). 

Recipient-
generated 

Reactions to, qualifications of, or illustrations of the content of the 
commercial. Uses some memory of commercial and/or prior 
knowledge (e.g., “Those kids look a bit silly”). 

Nature of thought 
Cognitive Thoughts that express pertinent beliefs about the commercial, 

product class, advertised product/brand, or advertising in general 

(e.g., “Potato chips are unhealthy”). 
Affective 

 

Thoughts that express pure affect toward the product, ad, 

communicator, or other relevant object or issue (e.g., “Stupid!”). 
Polarity of thought 

Positive Favorable thoughts (e.g., “I like this commercial”). 

Negative Unfavorable thoughts (e.g., “I do not like this commercial”). 
Neutral Thoughts that are neither favorable nor unfavorable (e.g., “Now a 

commercial comes on”). 

Advertising literacy 
Understanding  

 
 

No 

understanding 

Thoughts explicitly expressing an understanding of advertising’s 

intent and/or persuasive tactics used (e.g., “They want kids to ask 
their parents to buy potato chips for them”). 
Thoughts that do not explicitly express an understanding of 

advertising’s intent and/or persuasive tactics used (e.g., “I always 
feel annoyed when a commercial comes on”). 
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Chapter 6 
 

Rethinking the Concept of Children’s  

Advertising Literacy1 
 

 

Abstract 

It is widely assumed that children who have acquired the necessary advertising-

related knowledge (i.e., advertising literacy), will use this knowledge as a defense 
against advertising. We challenge this cognitive defense view. Based on recent 

findings and insights on psychological development and advertising processing, 

we argue that the affect-based nature of contemporary advertising in 

combination with children’s immature cognitive abilities keep them from 

autonomously employing their advertising literacy as a critical defense against 
advertising. Therefore, the current theoretical conception of advertising literacy, 

in which it is primarily defined as a cognitive construct, needs to be revisited. We 

propose a new three-dimensional conceptualization of advertising literacy, 

including (1) conceptual advertising literacy – conceptual knowledge of advertising, (2) 

advertising literacy performance – using conceptual advertising literacy while 

processing advertising, and (3) attitudinal advertising literacy – general critical 
attitudes toward advertising. Based on this new conceptualization, we 

recommend that future research pays more attention to the role of advertising 

literacy performance and attitudinal advertising literacy.  

 
1 An extended version of this chapter is submitted for publication as: Rozendaal, E., 
Lapierre, M. A., Buijzen, M., & Van Reijmersdal, E. A. (2010). Toward a three-
dimensional approach of children’s advertising literacy. 
A version of this paper has been awarded with a Top Paper Award at the National 
Communication Association (NCA) Conference.  
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Introduction 

Child advocates and scholars have long expressed concerns about the 

appropriateness and fairness of advertising targeted at young children. The 

primary concern is that children, until they reach a certain age, are less able to 

view advertising messages in a critical light and, therefore, are more susceptible 

to its persuasive influence (see Kunkel et al., 2004). The long-held reasoning 
behind this notion is that children’s advertising-related knowledge and critical 

viewing skills have yet to fully mature. Traditionally, most child and advertising 

theories assume that the main defense against advertising is a cognitive one and, 

therefore, advertising-related knowledge, or ‘advertising literacy’ (Livingstone & 

Helsper, 2006; Young 1990), can function as a filter when processing advertising 

messages. In this so-called cognitive defense view, children who have acquired the 
necessary advertising literacy will use this to critically process the ads they 

encounter, making them less susceptible to its persuasive influence (e.g., Brucks, 

Armstrong, & Goldberg, 1988; Friestad & Wright, 1994).  

Although the cognitive defense view is widely adopted in both the 

academic and societal debate on children and advertising, there are valid reasons 
to challenge it. That is, the empirical research does not provide us with 

convincing evidence that a higher level of advertising literacy leads to a decrease 

in children’s susceptibility to advertising effects (e.g., Chernin, 2007; 

Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2009), which 

suggests that children do not actually use their advertising literacy as a defense.  
This can be explained by the latest findings and insights on psychological 

development and advertising processing, which indicate that there are important 

theoretical shortcomings to the cognitive defense view (Buijzen, Van 

Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Moses & Baldwin, 

2005; Nairn & Fine, 2008).  

In this essay, we give explanations for the lack of empirical evidence in 
support of the cognitive defense view and introduce a new approach to the role 

of advertising literacy in children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. More 

specifically, we argue that the current theoretical conception of advertising 

literacy, in which it is primarily defined as a cognitive construct, needs to be 

revisited. We propose a new three-dimensional conceptualization of advertising 
literacy, including (1) conceptual advertising literacy – conceptual knowledge of 

advertising (e.g., understanding of advertising’s intent and tactics), (2) advertising 
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literacy performance – using (i.e., retrieving and applying) conceptual advertising 

literacy while processing advertising, and (3) attitudinal advertising literacy – general 

critical attitudes toward advertising (e.g., skepticism and disliking of advertising). 

In addition, we offer specific directions for future theorizing and research.  
 

Challenging the Cognitive Defense View 

There are important empirical and theoretical reasons to challenge the idea that 

children who have acquired the necessary advertising literacy will use this literacy 

to critically process the ads they encounter which will make them less susceptible 

to its effects. First, we will discuss the state of the empirical evidence for this 

cognitive defense view and, then, we will elaborate on its theoretical 

shortcomings.  
 

Empirical Evidence for the Cognitive Defense View 

Two separate lines of research on the effectiveness of advertising literacy exist: 

the first focuses on the direct relation between children’s advertising literacy and 

their susceptibility to advertising effects (i.e., advertised product desire and 

preference) and the second concentrates on the effectiveness of advertising 

interventions in reducing children’s advertising susceptibility, assuming that 
interventions stimulate their advertising literacy. The five studies that have 

investigated the direct relation between children’s advertising literacy and its 

effects yielded mixed results (Chernin, 2007; Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; 

Robertson & Rossiter, 1974; Ross et al., 1984; Rozendaal et al., 2009). For 

example, Robertson and Rossiter (1974) found a negative relation between 

understanding advertising’s intent and advertised product desire, whereas the 
findings of other studies did not yield evidence for an empirical relation 

(Chernin, 2007, Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; Ross et al., 1984). In addition, 

Rozendaal et al. (2009) found that of the three advertising literacy variables they 

investigated – advertising recognition, understanding selling intent, and 

understanding persuasive intent – only understanding persuasive intent reduced 
children’s desire for advertised product.  

Three studies investigated the effectiveness of advertising interventions 

in reducing children’s susceptibility to advertising (Chernin, 2007; Christenson, 

1982; Feshbach, Feshbach, & Cohen, 1982). In general, advertising interventions 

seek to instill advertising literacy in children by teaching them about 
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advertisements (e.g., advertising training in the classroom). Although several 

studies have demonstrated that advertising interventions can successfully 

stimulate children’s advertising literacy (Brucks et al., 1988; Chernin, 2007; 

Donohue, Henke, & Meyer, 1983; Feshbach, Feshbach, & Cohen, 1982; Hobbs 
& Frost, 2003; Roberts et al., 1980), the evidence for a relation between such 

interventions and the effect that advertising has on children is less convincing. 

For instance, Feshbach et al. (1982) exposed children to a training 

session on advertising’s intent and advertisers’ persuasive tactics and found that 

children who had attended the training session rated advertised products as less 
desirable than did children in the control group and were less likely to prefer 

advertised products. In contrast, Christenson (1982), who investigated the effect 

of a public service announcement that explained the intent of advertising and 

questioned its truthfulness on children’s preferences for advertised products, 

found that exposure to the announcement did not affect children’s preference 

for the advertised products compared to competitors. Similarly, Chernin (2007) 
showed that children who were assigned to her instructive video about 

advertising’s intent, the bias in advertising, and advertisers’ persuasive tactics 

preferred the advertised product as much as the children in the control condition 

did. 

In sum, both types of research have yielded mixed results and, therefore, 
do not provide strong evidence in support of the cognitive defense view. This 

underlines the need for a clearer theoretical understanding of the role of 

advertising literacy in children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. 

 

Theoretical Shortcomings of the Cognitive Defense View 

What is wrong with the cognitive defense view? We contend that the major 

shortcoming of this view is that it disregards the important distinction between 

conceptual competence (i.e., having conceptual advertising literacy) and 
performance (i.e., retrieving and applying conceptual advertising literacy). Even if 

we grant that children have the necessary conceptual knowledge about 

advertising in place, it does not necessarily follow that they will actually enact this 

knowledge as a critical defense against the persuasive appeal of advertising 

(Brucks et al., 1988; John, 1999; Moses & Baldwin, 2005). That is, the likelihood 
that children will use their conceptual advertising literacy as a defense largely 

depends on their motivation and ability to process an advertising message on an 
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elaborate level (cf., Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010; Chaiken, 

Liberman, & Eagly, 1989; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). In their model of young 

people’s advertising processing, Buijzen et al. (2010) have argued that a high level 

of message elaboration is necessary for the retrieval and application of relevant 
advertising knowledge. This implies that for conceptual advertising literacy to 

become a defense, the recipient’s motivation and ability to process the 

advertising message should be relatively high. However, we argue that the affect-

based nature of contemporary advertising, combined with children’s immature 

cognitive skills, limit their motivation and ability to attain this highest level of 
message elaboration. 

 

Affect-based advertising. Recent content analyses have shown that the 

majority of the advertisements produced for children rely heavily upon 

emotionally evocative cues. For instance, many of children’s advertisements 

focus on the popularity involved in using the product or the magical 

transformation that takes place when children use the product. These 

advertisements also use tactics to fill their messages with perceptually pleasing 
audiovisual elements and feature loud music, rapid camera cuts, bright colors 

(Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2002; Page & Brewster, 2007, 2009). In addition, 

children’s advertisements frequently contain popular media or trade characters 

that children feel a great deal of affinity and loyalty towards (Connor, 2006; 

Lapierre, Vaala & Linebarger, 2010). These powerful emotional appeals will 
distract children from using relevant advertising knowledge as a critical defense 

(cf., Harris, Brownell, & Bargh, 2009; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Nairn & 

Fine, 2008). Finally, because of the highly involving nature of most advertised 

products, children’s desire to conform to the message may be much stronger 

than their desire to defend against it (Harris et al., 2009). In other words, the 

affect-based nature of contemporary advertising formats limits children’s 
motivation and ability to process an advertising message elaborately and, 

accordingly, to retrieve and apply their conceptual advertising literacy as a 

defense (i.e., advertising literacy performance). 

 The same issues raised here also apply to non-traditional advertising 

formats, such as brand placements in movies and video games, and advertising in 
online environments. In fact, since non-traditional advertising tends to be more 

embedded within entertainment vehicles and relies on more subtle persuasion 

processes (i.e., evaluative conditioning), conceptual advertising literacy may be 
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even less efficacious with these types of advertisements (Owen, Lewis, Auty & 

Buijzen, 2009). Due to their embedded and subtle nature, non-traditional 

advertising messages rely heavily on low levels of message elaboration and, 

therefore, children are unlikely to retrieve and apply their advertising literacy as a 
critical defense (i.e., advertising literacy performance; Buijzen et al., 2010).  

 

Children’s immature cognitive abilities. In addition, children’s ability 

to process an advertising message on an elaborate and critical level will be further 

limited by their immature cognitive capacities. To actually enact their conceptual 

advertising literacy as a defense, children will need to have the cognitive control 

to stop and recognize the persuasive nature of the message. Second, children will 

need to think about the persuasive message in some considerable depth. We 
refer to this process as the ‘stop and think’ response, because it requires that 

children shift their attention away from the advertisement (i.e. stop) and then 

selectively enact or think about a cognitive script to help defend against the 

advertisement (see Lapierre, 2009). However, due to a lag in the development of 

their cognitive abilities, children are not yet able to ‘stop and think’ about 
advertising messages. Therefore, we argue that the highly distracting and affect-

based nature of contemporary advertising in combination with children’s 

immature cognitive abilities inhibit them from processing advertising elaborately 

and retrieving and applying their conceptual advertising literacy as a critical 

defense (i.e., advertising literacy performance). 
Children’s ability to employ their advertising literacy is dependent upon 

the development of two specific cognitive competencies which allow for the 

‘stop and think’ response: (1) executive functioning and (2) emotion regulation. 

Without the development of these abilities children will not be able to exercise 

adequate control of cognitions (i.e. the ‘stop’ part of ‘stop and think’) which 

would allow for the critical evaluation of advertisements (i.e. the ‘think’ part of 
‘stop and think’). The physiological literature contends that the development of 

both executive function and emotion regulation are tied quite closely to the 

neurological maturation of the prefrontal cortex, as this section of the brain plays 

a primary role in both regulating cognition and aiding with complex cognitive 

skills and does not reach adult levels of functioning until middle to late 
adolescence (Welsh, Pennington & Grossier, 1991; Zelazo & Cunningham, 

2007). As such, we contend that the main reason why advertising literacy is not 
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successful with children is due to this lag in the development of these cognitive 

abilities.  

 
Executive functioning. Executive functioning is defined as the ‘higher order, 

self-regulatory, cognitive processes that aid in the monitoring and control of 

thought and action’ (Carlson, 2005; p. 595). Executive function is not a singular 

construct or skill but a set of skills that aid in carrying out purposeful goal 

directed thought (see Moses & Baldwin, 2005). As Moses and Baldwin have 

noted, the development of executive function should be closely linked to 
message processing in young children. More specifically, three aspects of 

executive function can override the implementation of advertising literacy as a 

cognitive defense. These aspects are (1) inhibitory control (e.g., Carlson, Moses 

& Claxton, 2004), (2) attentional flexibility (e.g., Kerr & Zelazo, 2004), and (3) 

working memory (e.g., Welsh, Pennington & Grossier, 1991).    

First, inhibitory control involves the ability to withhold a pre-planned 
response, interrupt a process that has already started, avoid interference and 

delay a response. Those children who have not developed inhibitory control 

struggle with exerting cognitive control over certain actions and thoughts when 

faced with complex stimuli (Carlson et al., 2004). The second aspect, attentional 

flexibility, is the ability to fluidly shift attention under cognitively or affectively 
taxing conditions. Children with less mature attention flexibility have a more 

difficult time sorting through complex decisions, especially those that feature 

strong affective components (Kerr & Zelazo, 2004). Finally, executive function is 

the development of working memory capacity. Working memory is that part of 

memory, which keeps information immediately accessible for the planning and 
completion of complex tasks and is what allows us to complete ordinary multi-

tasking operations without becoming overwhelmed (Welsh et al., 1991). 

Research investigating children’s working memory capacity shows that less 

cognitively mature children are unable to keep increased amounts of information 

in mind, which means that they are more likely to become cognitively 

overwhelmed as the information load increases (Luciana & Nelson, 1998).   
When translating these insights to children’s ability to cope with 

advertising, we expect that children with immature executive functioning will 

have a difficult time processing advertising messages on an elaborate level and 

using their conceptual advertising literacy as a defense. Specifically, because 

children are less able to control inhibitions they will be more likely to respond to 
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the perceptually salient and pleasing parts of the message. Then, because these 

children have a hard time shifting and controlling their attention, they will be 

unable to adequately attend to and process the central (and less perceptually 

salient) components of the message (e.g., persuasive intent). Finally, due to their 
immature working memory capabilities, younger children will be unable to keep 

all of the message components in mind and, at the same time, retrieve their 

advertising literacy and apply it as a critical defense.  

 

Emotion regulation. Emotion regulation is defined as ‘the behaviors, skills 
and strategies, whether conscious or unconscious, automatic or effortful, that 

serve to modulate, inhibit and enhance emotional experiences and expressions 

(Calkins & Hill, 2007, p. 160)’. During the early to middle elementary school 

years, children gradually learn how to manage both positive and negative 

emotions in a socially appropriate manner. The child’s ability to regulate their 

emotional reactions is closely tied to their ability to control cognitions and not let 
emotional situations overwhelm them. Less cognitively mature children are 

unable to ‘override’ their emotional impulses, while more mature children are 

able to perform significantly better (Carlson & Wang, 2007; Simonds, Kieras, 

Rueda & Rothbart, 2007). As Simonds and her colleagues (2007) found in their 

test of children’s ability to cope with disappointing gifts, the children who were 
able to enact an appropriate emotional response to receiving the gift (e.g., 

smiling and saying ‘thank you’ for the gift) were the oldest children in the sample 

(10 years old).  These children were the only ones who were consistently able to 

proactively control their response and enact an appropriate cognitive script 

rather than just subduing an emotional impulse.   
With so much of the content in contemporary advertisements centered 

on emotional cues, one would expect that children’s ability to process these 

messages depends on their ability to modulate emotional responses to the 

message. Children with less of an ability to control affect via emotion regulation 

will be overwhelmed by these emotional cues. The presence of excited and 

happy children or popular brand characters in the advertisements could over-
stimulate children and their inability to modulate their affective responses should 

lead them to continue concentrating on the emotionally pleasing aspect of the 

advertisement. Yet, as these children mature and develop the ability to use 

effective emotional modulating strategies, they will become less likely to get 

caught up in the message’s emotional appeal. Instead, they will be more capable 
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of controlling the emotional impulses that are evoked by the advertisement and 

will be less likely to connect emotionally with the commercial message. 

 

Reconceptualizing Children’s Advertising Literacy 

What does this ultimately mean for the role of advertising literacy in children’s 

susceptibility to advertising effects? When considering the nature of 
contemporary advertising in combination with children’s immature cognitive 

abilities, the evidence suggests that children who are still maturing lack the 

motivation and ability to retrieve and apply their conceptual advertising literacy 

as a defense while processing an advertising message (i.e., advertising literacy 

performance). More specifically, because younger children are overwhelmed by 

the highly distracting and affect-based elements contained within the 
advertisement and restricted by their executive functioning and emotion 

regulation capabilities they are unable to stop and think about what the 

advertisement is trying to accomplish. As such, these children are less likely to 

process an advertising message on an elaborate level (which is a prerequisite 

condition for advertising literacy performance), and more likely to process the 
message on a less elaborate or peripheral level. This implies that they will rely on 

simple cues or shortcuts, using low-effort mechanisms to respond to a message 

(Buijzen et al., 2010). The peripheral cues present in the advertisement (i.e., fun 

music, attractive characters, and images of children playing) will then largely 

dictate whether children are persuaded by the message.  
Assuming that children primarily process advertising on a less elaborate 

level, they might need attitudinal rather than cognitive defenses. That is, a 

general critical attitude toward advertising, which is the predisposition to 

respond in a consistently less favorable manner to advertising in general (Lutz, 

1985), may be more successful in altering children’s responses to advertising 

messages. For general critical attitudes (e.g., skepticism and disliking of 
advertising) to function as an attitudinal defense, children are less dependent on 

their executive functioning and emotion regulation skills because they operate via 

a less cognitively-demanding mechanism. Specifically, when processing a specific 

advertisement, general critical attitudes toward advertising may automatically 

generate negative affect that is transferred to the advertisement and advertised 
brand (i.e., affect transfer; Lutz, 1985; McKenzie & Lutz, 1986; Zuwerink & 

Devine, 1996). In other words, attitudinal defenses can be successful in reducing 
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children’s advertising susceptibility, even when they are not motivated and able 

to process an advertising message elaborately (Rozendaal, Buijzen, & 

Valkenburg, 2010).  

Based on the insights presented in this essay, we argue that the current 
theoretical conception of advertising literacy, in which it is primarily defined as a 

cognitive construct, needs to be revisited. First, the theoretical distinction 

between conceptual competence and performance should be emphasized more 

strongly. Second, general critical attitudes toward advertising should be included. 

Therefore, we propose a new three-dimensional conceptualization of advertising 
literacy. Specifically, it includes (1) conceptual advertising literacy – conceptual 

knowledge of advertising, (2) advertising literacy performance – the use of conceptual 

advertising literacy while processing advertising, and (3) attitudinal advertising 

literacy – general critical attitudes toward advertising. Each dimension consists of 

several components, which we based on four theoretical models that contributed 

substantially to our understanding of the concept of advertising literacy (Friestad 
& Wright, 1994; John, 1999; Roberts, 1982; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). 

Specifically, we identified four components of conceptual advertising literacy 

(i.e., recognition of advertising; understanding selling intent; understanding 

persuasive intent; understanding persuasive tactics), two components of 

advertising literacy performance (i.e., retrieval of advertising literacy; application 
of advertising literacy), and two components of attitudinal advertising literacy 

(i.e., skepticism toward advertising; disliking of advertising). An overview of the 

three dimensions, including their specific components and definitions is depicted 

in table 1. 
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Table 1 A Three-Dimensional Conceptualization of Children’s Advertising 

Literacy 

Dimensions Components Definition 

Conceptual 
advertising literacy

1. Recognition of advertising 
 
 

 

2. Understanding selling intent 

 

3. Understanding persuasive 
intent 

 
 
 

 

4. Understanding persuasive 

tactics 

The ability to differentiate 
advertising from other media 
content (e.g. television programs, 

editorial web content). 

The ability to understand that 

advertising tries to sell products. 

The ability to understand that 
advertising attempts to influence 

consumers’ behavior by changing 
their mental states, for instance 
their attitudes and cognitions 

about a product. 

The ability to understand that 

advertisers use specific tactics 
change consumers’ attitudes, 
cognitions, and behaviors. 

Advertising 
literacy 

performance 

5. Retrieval of advertising literacy 
 

 
 

6. Application of advertising 

literacy 

The ability to retrieve relevant 
advertising-related knowledge 

from memory while processing 
an advertising message. 

The ability to apply retrieved 

advertising-related knowledge to 
an advertising message (i.e., 

construct defense responses) 
while processing the message. 

Attitudinal 
advertising literacy

7. Skepticism toward advertising 
 

8. Disliking of advertising 

The tendency toward disbelief of 
advertising. 

A general negative attitude 

toward advertising. 
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Theoretical Implications and Future Research 

The insights presented in this essay lead to four implications for future 

theorizing and research. First, and most importantly, the cognitive defense view 

should be reconsidered. As has been argued in this essay, due to the combination 

of immature executive functioning and emotion regulation skills and the nature 

of persuasion in child-directed advertising, children have major difficulty in using 
their conceptual advertising literacy as a defense against advertising. Even though 

children possess all the necessary advertising knowledge (i.e., conceptual 

competence) they are not yet able to access and apply this knowledge when 

exposed to advertising (i.e., performance). Future research should focus on how 

children’s advertising literacy performance can be stimulated. Recent studies 

provide tentative evidence that children’s conceptual advertising literacy can be 
successful in reducing children’s susceptibility to advertising when they are 

triggered to use that literacy (Buijzen, 2007; Rozendaal et al., 2010). Future 

research should further investigate the conditions under which children are able 

to retrieve their conceptual advertising literacy and use it as a defense against 

advertising.  
Second, more attention is needed for the attitudinal dimension of 

advertising literacy.  Existing research has predominantly focused on the role of 

conceptual advertising literacy (e.g., understanding of advertising’s intent) in 

children’s susceptibility to advertising effects. However, general critical attitudes 

toward advertising, such as disliking and skepticism, may potentially play an 
enormous role in shaping how children respond to persuasive messages (Buijzen, 

2007; Rossiter & Robertson, 1974; Rozendaal et al., 2010). Future research 

should further examine if and how children’s attitudinal advertising literacy can 

be successful in altering children’s responses to persuasive messages. 

Third, most earlier research on the efficacy of advertising literacy has 

focused on the direct relation between one or more advertising literacy variables 
and advertising effects. However, the mechanisms underlying this relation have 

received far less research attention. In our view, it is important to not only focus 

on the outcomes of advertising literacy, but also understand the specific ways in 

which this literacy affects the persuasion process. For example, to validate our 

assumption that conceptual and attitudinal advertising literacy operate via 
different mechanisms (i.e., high versus low elaboration), we need more insight 

into the process through which children with varying levels of these literacy 
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dimensions are persuaded. Future research should reveal if and how advertising 

literacy and interventions aimed to stimulate this literacy can change the 

persuasion process in children. These studies could draw on the more developed 

adult persuasion and information processing literatures. Incorporating the 
findings and theories from the adult literature (while also keeping in mind the 

tremendous developmental differences between children and adults) into the 

child literature would represent an enormous step forward for the field. As it 

stands now, there have been virtually no tests of these theories with children (cf., 

Buijzen et al., 2010; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006).   
Finally, more insight is needed on the relation between conceptual and 

attitudinal advertising literacy. It is generally assumed that conceptual advertising 

literacy makes children more skeptical and negative toward advertising. Although 

prior research has found conceptual knowledge of advertising (i.e., 

understanding advertising’s intent) and skepticism to be correlated (Robertson & 

Rossiter, 1974), much remains unclear about the direction and moderating 
conditions of this relation. For example, children may understand the concept of 

advertising without also questioning its credibility. However, it is also possible 

for children to be skeptical without having a full conceptual understanding of 

advertising (Chernin, 2007; Ward et al., 1977). Future research should clarify this 

issue. 
As today’s children grow up in a fundamentally commercialized media 

environment, it is of great theoretical and societal importance to understand if 

and how advertising literacy can be successful in helping children to defend 

themselves against advertising’s persuasive influence. As such, the three-

dimensional conceptualization of advertising literacy introduced in this essay, can 
provide a useful starting point for future theorizing and research on the role of 

advertising literacy in children’s advertising susceptibility. 
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Reclamewijsheid en de Gevoeligheid van Kinderen voor 

Reclame-effecten 
 

 

 

Introductie 

Kinderen groeien tegenwoordig op in een wereld die steeds meer doordrenkt is 

geraakt met reclame (Calvert, 2008; Schor, 2005). Deze commerciële omgeving 

biedt kinderen belangrijke mogelijkheden op het gebied van entertainment, leren 
en culturele ontwikkeling, maar er bestaan ook zorgen over mogelijke 

ongewenste gevolgen voor hun welzijn, zoals materialisme, ouder-kind conflicten 

en ongezond eetgedrag (Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2003; Moore, 2007). De 

discussie over kinderen en hun commerciële omgeving wordt nog eens versterkt, 

doordat veel consumentenorganisaties en wetenschappers al sinds lange tijd hun 
bezorgdheid uiten over de eerlijkheid van reclame gericht op kinderen. De 

grootste zorg is dat kinderen, totdat ze de adolescentie bereiken, nog niet goed in 

staat zijn om met een kritische blik naar reclame te kijken. In vergelijking met 

volwassenen zouden kinderen veel weerlozer zijn wanneer zij geconfronteerd 

worden met reclame en daardoor gevoeliger voor de effecten ervan (Kunkel et 
al., 2004). De redenering hierachter is dat de kennis over reclame (bijvoorbeeld 

begrip van de intentie van reclame) nog niet volledig ontwikkeld is bij kinderen 

en zij daardoor minder goed in staat zijn om de verleidingen in reclame te 

doorzien. Deze kennis over reclame wordt vaak reclamewijsheid genoemd 

(Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Young, 1990). 



Nederlandse Samenvatting 

134 

Het debat over de eerlijkheid van op kinderen gerichte reclame wordt 

overheerst door twee belangrijke aannames: (1) kinderen hebben een lager niveau 

van reclamewijsheid dan volwassenen en (2) reclamewijsheid vermindert de 

gevoeligheid van kinderen voor de effecten van reclame (zie Kunkel et al., 2004; 
Livinsgtone & Helsper, 2006). Echter, hoewel beide aannames als 

vanzelfsprekend beschouwd worden, missen zij een sterke wetenschappelijke 

fundering. Daarom is het hoofddoel van dit proefschrift om de validiteit van 

deze twee aannames te onderzoeken. Het is belangrijk om te weten of de 

aannames ondersteund worden door wetenschappelijk onderzoek, omdat zij een 
bepalende rol spelen in het lopende maatschappelijke en politieke debat over 

kinderen en reclame. 

Gebaseerd op deze aannames hebben veel westerse samenlevingen 

regelgeving opgesteld. Of om kinderen te beschermen tegen reclame door 

reclame-uitingen gericht op kinderen te beperken of om hun reclamewijsheid te 

vergroten door interventies, zoals reclame-educatieprogramma’s (Gunter, Oates, 
& Blades, 2005). In sommige Europese landen, zoals Noorwegen en Zweden, 

mag televisiereclame bijvoorbeeld niet gericht zijn op kinderen jonger dan twaalf 

jaar en mag er geen reclame uitgezonden worden gedurende kinderprogramma’s. 

Daarnaast stellen andere landen, zoals Engeland en Nederland, flinke subsidies 

beschikbaar voor de ontwikkeling van reclame-educatieprogramma’s 
(bijvoorbeeld Media Smart; Media Rakkers), ervan uitgaande dat deze 

programma’s van kinderen kritische en deskundige consumenten maakt.  

 

Aanname 1: Kinderen Hebben een Lager Niveau van Reclamewijsheid 
dan Volwassenen 

De eerste aanname die het debat over kinderen en reclame karakteriseert is dat 

kinderen een lager niveau van reclamewijsheid hebben dan volwassen. Het blijft 

in zowel het debat als in de reclameliteratuur echter volstrekt onduidelijk wat 

zo’n volwassen niveau van reclamewijsheid inhoudt. Opmerkelijk genoeg is 

theorie over een volwassen begrip van reclame schaars (cf. Wright, Friestad, & 
Boush, 2005). Bovendien geven de enkele theoretische modellen die in de 

literatuur gevonden kunnen worden een geïdealiseerd niveau van reclamewijsheid 

weer en richten ze zich niet op het werkelijke reclamebegrip van volwassenen 

(Roberts, 1982; Friestad & Wright, 1994). Het is belangrijk om het volwassen 

niveau van reclamewijsheid empirisch te onderzoeken, omdat het 
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onwaarschijnlijk is dat alle volwassenen een perfect of ideaal begrip hebben van 

reclame. Helaas is er tot op heden nog geen empirisch onderzoek gedaan naar de 

reclamewijsheid van volwassenen en, belangrijker nog, naar de vergelijking van 

het niveau van volwassenen en kinderen (Wright et al., 2005). Daarom kunnen er 
vooralsnog geen conclusies getrokken worden over het verschil in 

reclamewijsheid tussen kinderen en volwassenen.  

 

Aanname 2: Reclamewijsheid Vermindert de Gevoeligheid van Kinderen 
voor Reclame 

De tweede aanname die het debat over kinderen en reclame karakteriseert is dat 

reclamewijsheid kinderen minder gevoelig maakt voor de effecten van reclame. 

Oorspronkelijk wordt er in veel reclametheorieën van uitgegaan dat  het 

belangrijkste weerstandsmechanisme tegen reclame cognitief van aard is en dat 

reclamewijsheid daarom als een filter kan dienen tijdens het verwerken van 
reclame. In deze zogenaamde cognitive defense view wordt er vanuit gegaan dat 

kinderen die reclamewijs zijn die wijsheid ook zullen gebruiken (activeren en 

toepassen) om een reclame kritisch te verwerken, wat hen vervolgens minder 

gevoelig zou maken voor de effecten ervan (Brucks, Armstrong, & Goldberg, 

1988; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Rossiter & Robertson, 1974). De kind en 
reclame literatuur biedt echter geen overtuigend bewijs dat reclamewijsheid de 

gevoeligheid van kinderen voor reclame-effecten ook daadwerkelijk vermindert. 

Er zijn maar een paar studies die zich gericht hebben op de effectiviteit van 

reclamewijsheid in het verminderen van de reclamegevoeligheid van kinderen en 

de resultaten daarvan zijn niet eenduidig (Chernin, 2007; Mallinckrodt & 

Mizerski, 2007; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974; Ross et al., 1984). Bovendien wijzen 
de laatste inzichten op het gebied van psychologische ontwikkeling en 

reclameverwerking er op dat de cognitive defense view een aantal belangrijke 

theoretische beperkingen heeft (Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010; Moses 

& Baldwin, 2005; Nairn & Fine, 2008). Meer specifiek gezegd duiden deze 

inzichten er op dat als kinderen over de nodige reclamewijsheid beschikken, dat 
niet hoeft te betekenen dat zij die wijsheid ook daadwerkelijk inzetten om 

weerstand te bieden tegen reclame.  
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Doel en Focus van dit Proefschrift 

Het doel van dit proefschrift is om de bestaande literatuur over de 

reclamewijsheid van kinderen uit te breiden door theoretische en empirische 

inzichten te bieden in (a) de ontwikkeling van de reclamewijsheid van kinderen 

naar een volwassen niveau en (b) de rol van reclamewijsheid in het verminderen 

van de gevoeligheid van kinderen voor de effecten van reclame. Het proefschrift 
richt zich daarbij op 8- to 12-jarige kinderen, traditionele televisiereclame en vier 

componenten van reclamewijsheid (reclameherkenning, begrip van de 

verkoopintentie, begrip van de persuasieve intentie en begrip van persuasieve 

tactieken). 

 

Acht- tot Twaalfjarige Kinderen 

Dit proefschrift richt zich op kinderen in de leeftijd van 8 tot 12 jaar, omdat er 

over het algemeen wordt aangenomen dat de belangrijkste veranderingen in de 
ontwikkeling van reclamewijsheid plaatsvinden in deze leeftijdsgroep (John, 

1999). Er wordt zelfs gedacht dat de reclamewijsheid van kinderen ergens tussen 

8 en 12 jaar een volwassen niveau bereikt (zie Gunter & Furnham, 1998; 

Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Daarnaast wijzen informatieverwerkingstheorieën 

er op dat kinderen in deze leeftijdsgroep wel reclamewijs kunnen zijn, maar dat 
zij door gebrek aan cognitieve capaciteiten moeite kunnen hebben om die 

wijsheid te activeren en toe te passen wanneer ze geconfronteerd worden met 

reclame. (Moses & Baldwin, 2005; Roedder, 1981). Dit kan belangrijke 

consequenties hebben voor de rol van reclamewijsheid in het verminderen van 

de gevoeligheid voor reclame-effecten van 8- tot 12-jarige kinderen.  

 

Televisiereclame 

De afgelopen paar jaar hebben grote veranderingen plaatsgevonden in de 
commerciële mediaomgeving van kinderen. Alhoewel kinderreclamemakers nog 

steeds het meeste geld uitgeven aan het maken van televisiereclames, zijn zij 

steeds meer nieuwe reclamevormen aan het ontdekken (bijvoorbeeld 

merkwebsites, advergames, product placement in games; Calvert, 2008; Moore, 

2004, Schor, 2005). Deze reclamevormen zijn fundamenteel anders dan 
traditionele televisiereclame en vormen daardoor een nieuwe uitdaging voor de 

reclameverwerking van kinderen. Alhoewel inzicht in de reclamewijsheid van 
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kinderen met betrekking tot deze nieuwe vormen van reclame zeer belangrijk is, 

richt dit proefschrift zich op traditionele televisiereclame (commercials). De 

reden hiervoor is dat er, ondanks het feit dat er al bijna 40 jaar onderzoek wordt 

gedaan naar de televisiereclamewijsheid van kinderen, nog steeds een aantal 
fundamentele vragen met betrekking tot de ontwikkeling van deze wijsheid en de 

rol daarvan in het beïnvloedingsproces onbeantwoord zijn gebleven. Het doel 

van dit proefschrift is om deze vragen te beantwoorden en de bestaande kennis 

over de televisiereclamewijsheid van kinderen uit te breiden en te verdiepen. 

Deze diepgaande inzichten zijn nodig als basis voor onderzoek naar het 
vermogen van kinderen om nieuwe vormen reclame te herkennen, te begrijpen 

en zich er tegen te weren.  

 

Vier Componenten van Reclamewijsheid 

Verschillende theoretische modellen bieden inzicht in de reclamegerelateerde 

kennis waar kinderen over moeten beschikken om reclamewijs te zijn (Friestad & 

Wright, 1994; John, 1999; Roberts, 1982; Robertson & Rossiter, 1974). Deze 

modellen richten zich echter bijna allemaal op andere soorten kennis en bieden 
daarom geen eenduidige conceptualisering van reclamewijsheid. Ondanks dat 

nemen alle modellen aan dat reclamewijsheid zich ontwikkelt van zeer simpele 

naar meer complexe en abstracte kennis. Daarnaast  zijn de meeste modellen het 

er over eens dat het onderscheid kunnen maken tussen reclame en andere media-

inhoud (reclameherkenning) en het kunnen begrijpen van de intentie van reclame 
de twee belangrijkste basisvaardigheden van reclamewijsheid zijn. 

Er is al veel onderzoek gedaan naar de herkenning en het begrip van 

televisiereclame van kinderen  (voor een overzicht zie John, 1999; Kunkel et al., 

2004). De meeste studies die het begrip van reclame van kinderen onderzochten, 

hebben zich echter alleen gericht op het relatief simpele begrip dat reclame 

probeert om producten te verkopen (begrip verkoopintentie). De eerder 
genoemde modellen wijzen er op dat kinderen nog twee andere, meer complexe 

soorten begrip nodig hebben om reclame volledig te kunnen bevatten: ten eerste 

het begrip dat reclame probeert om het gedrag van consumenten te beïnvloeden 

door hun  houding en gedachten over een product te veranderen (begrip 

persuasieve intentie) en ten tweede het begrip dat reclamemakers bepaalde 
tactieken gebruiken om de houding, gedachten en het gedrag van consumenten 

te veranderen (begrip persuasieve tactieken). 
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Opbouw van dit Proefschrift 

Dit proefschrift bestaat uit vier empirische studies en een theoretisch essay die 

gepresenteerd worden in de volgende hoofdstukken. Alle artikelen zijn 

gepubliceerd, geaccepteerd of ingediend voor publicatie. De inhoud van de 

hoofdstukken in dit proefschrift zijn gelijk aan de gepubliceerde, geaccepteerde 

of ingediende artikelen. Ieder hoofdstuk bevat daarom een eigen samenvatting, 
introductie, discussie en literatuurlijst. In dit deel wordt een korte samenvatting 

gegeven van ieder hoofdstuk. Hoofdstuk 2 en 3 richten zich op de aanname dat 

kinderen een lager niveau van reclamewijsheid hebben dan volwassenen en 

hoofdstuk 4, 5 en 6 op de aanname dat reclamewijsheid kinderen minder 

gevoelig maakt voor de effecten van reclame.  

 

Hoofdstuk 2: Reclameherkenning en Begrip van de Intentie van Reclame 

Het tweede hoofdstuk bevat een surveystudie naar de ontwikkeling van de 
reclamewijsheid van kinderen naar een volwassen niveau. Deze studie richt zich 

op drie componenten van reclamewijsheid: reclameherkenning, begrip verkoopintentie 

en begrip persuasieve intentie. Verschillende studies hebben het niveau van 

reclameherkenning en –begrip van kinderen al eerder onderzocht (voor en 

overzicht zie John, 1999; Kunkel et al., 2004), maar geen van deze studies heeft 
dit niveau vergeleken met een volwassen maatstaf. Het doel van deze studie was 

om deze lacune te dichten door de herkenning van reclame en het begrip van de 

intentie van reclame van kinderen (8-12 jaar; N = 294) en volwassenen (>18 jaar; 

N =198) te onderzoeken en met elkaar te vergelijken. Daarnaast was het doel 

van deze studie om de tekortkomingen van eerder onderzoek te ondervangen 

door zowel de conceptuele als de methodologische benadering van het 
reclamebegrip van kinderen te optimaliseren. Dat wil zeggen dat er een expliciet 

onderscheid gemaakt werd tussen de verkoop- en persuasieve intentie van 

reclame en dat de onderzoeksmethode rekening hield met de taal- en 

geheugenvaardigheden van 8- 12-jarige kinderen.   

De resultaten lieten zien dat kinderen rond 10 jaar een niveau van 
reclameherkenning bereiken dat vergelijkbaar is met dat van volwassenen. Rond 

12 jaar hadden kinderen echter nog steeds geen volwassen niveau van begrip van 

de verkoop- en persuasieve intentie van reclame bereikt. Tot slot lieten de 

resultaten ook zien dat kinderen hun begrip van de persuasieve intentie van 

reclame aanmerkelijk later ontwikkelen dan hun begrip van de verkoopintentie 
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van reclame. Hoewel kinderen vanaf 8 jaar een toenemend begrip toonden van 

de verkoopintentie van reclame, liet hun begrip van de persuasieve intentie van 

reclame pas een significante stijging zien op 10- tot 11-jarige leeftijd. 

 

Hoofdstuk 3: Begrip van Persuasieve Tactieken in Reclame 

De studie die gepresenteerd wordt in het derde hoofdstuk is een vervolg op de 
studie in hoofdstuk 2. Ook deze surveystudie onderzocht de ontwikkeling van de 

reclamewijsheid van kinderen naar een volwassen niveau, maar richtte zich 

daarbij op de vierde component van reclamewijsheid: begrip van de persuasieve 

tactieken van adverteerders. Er is nog maar weinig onderzoek gedaan naar het inzicht 

van kinderen in de manieren waarop reclamemakers hun houding, gedachten en 

gedrag proberen te beïnvloeden, oftewel: welke tactieken reclamemakers 
gebruiken om bepaalde effecten te realiseren (Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 1994).  

Daarom was het doel van deze studie het onderzoeken van het begrip dat 

kinderen hebben van zes populaire tactieken die door adverteerders gebruikt 

worden om bepaalde effecten te realiseren, te weten: herhaling van reclame, 

productdemonstratie,  peer popularity appeal, humor, het gebruik van bekende 
(tekenfilm)figuren en premiums. Om een norm te creëren voor correct begrip is 

aan 34 experts (adverteerders van kinderproducten) gevraagd om een survey in te 

vullen waarin ze moesten aangeven welke effecten (bijvoorbeeld reclame- of 

productherinnering, iets leren over het product en leuk vinden van het product) 

zij willen bereiken door de zes bovengenoemde tactieken te gebruiken. 
Vervolgens werd het begrip van kinderen van de door de adverteerder bedoelde 

effecten van deze tactieken onderzocht en vergeleken met een volwassen 

steekproef (>18 jaar; N = 96).  

De resultaten van deze studie lieten zien dat het begrip van kinderen van 

de reclametactieken van adverteerders toenam tussen de 8 en 12 jaar met een 

significante stijging rond 10 jaar. De leeftijd waarop kinderen een volwassen 
niveau van dit begrip bereikten verschilde per tactiek. Hun begrip van herhaling 

van reclame, peer popularity appeal en premiums bereikte een volwassen niveau 

vanaf 10 jaar. Productdemonstratie bleek het moeilijkst te begrijpen te zijn; alle 

kinderen scoorden significant lager dan volwassenen. Tenslotte lieten de 

resultaten zien dat kinderen tussen de 10 en 12 jaar een beter begrip hadden van 
de bedoelde effecten van het gebruik van bekende (tekenfilm)figuren dan 

volwassenen.  
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Hoofdstuk 4: Reclamewijsheid en het Verlangen naar Geadverteerde 
Producten 

Het vierde hoofdstuk richt zich op de aanname dat reclamewijsheid de 
gevoeligheid van kinderen voor de effecten van reclame vermindert. Hoewel 

deze aanname in zowel het wetenschappelijke als publieke debat over kinderen 

en reclame algemeen geaccepteerd is, is er geen empirische evidentie die deze 

aanname ondersteunt. Het doel van deze surveystudie is om deze lacune te 

dichten door te onderzoeken of de reclamewijsheid (reclameherkenning, begrip 

verkoopintentie, begrip persuasieve intentie) van kinderen (8-12 jaar; N = 296) 
het effect van blootstelling aan televisiereclame op hun verlangen naar 

geadverteerde producten kan verminderen. In andere woorden, het doel van 

deze studie was om te onderzoeken of de reclamewijsheid van kinderen de relatie 

tussen reclameblootstelling en het willen hebben van geadverteerde producten 

modereert.  
De studie leverde drie belangrijke resultaten op. Ten eerste liet deze 

studie zien dat herkenning van reclame en begrip van de verkoopintentie 

kinderen niet minder gevoelig maakt voor de persuasieve invloed van reclame. 

Dat wil zeggen dat reclameherkenning en begrip van de verkoopintentie niet 

effectief waren in het verminderen van de relatie tussen reclameblootstelling en 
het verlangen van kinderen naar geadverteerde producten. Ten tweede bleek een 

begrip van de persuasieve intentie van reclame wel effectief te zijn in het 

reduceren van de relatie tussen reclameblootstelling en het verlangen naar 

geadverteerde producten, maar alleen voor de oudere  kinderen die aan het 

onderzoek meededen (leeftijd 10-12). Ten derde kwam naar voren dat voor de 

jongere kinderen een begrip van de persuasieve intentie een tegenovergesteld 
effect had, oftewel het versterkte de relatie tussen blootstelling en 

productverlangen. In andere woorden, jonge kinderen met een beter begrip van 

de persuasieve intentie van reclame waren gevoeliger voor de invloed van 

reclame. Een verklaring voor dit counterintuïtieve resultaat is dat het voor 

kinderen met een hoger niveau van reclamewijsheid makkelijker is om de 
persuasieve boodschap van een reclame-uiting te verwerken. Gegeven dat 

kinderen jonger dan 10 jaar hun reclamewijsheid nog niet gebruiken om kritisch 

na te denken over reclame kan dit resulteren in sterkere reclame-effecten.  
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Hoofdstuk 5: Cognitieve en Affectieve Weerstandsmechanismen tegen 
Reclame 

Het vijfde hoofdstuk richt zich ook op de aanname dat reclamewijsheid de 
gevoeligheid van kinderen voor de effecten van reclame vermindert. De studie 

die hier beschreven wordt, heeft als doel de rol van de weerstandsreacties 

(kritische gedachten) van kinderen in het beïnvloedingsproces bloot te leggen. 

Meer specifiek gezegd onderzocht deze studie of kinderen (8-12 jaar; N = 163) 

weerstandsreacties produceren terwijl ze naar een televisiereclame kijken en hoe 

deze reacties kunnen leiden tot een verminderde gevoeligheid voor de effecten 
ervan. In deze studie werd de gevoeligheid voor reclame geconceptualiseerd als 

de attitude van kinderen ten opzichte van het geadverteerde merk. Er werd een 

conceptueel model voor de reclameweerbaarheid van kinderen ontwikkelt met 

daarin twee paden die tot een minder positieve attitude ten opzichte van het 

geadverteerde merk leiden: een cognitief en een affectief pad. Het cognitieve pad 
in dit model verklaart hoe cognitieve weerstandsreacties (kritische gedachten die 

gebaseerd zijn op bestaande kennis, bijvoorbeeld reclamewijsheid) die ontstaan 

tijdens het kijken van een commercial de attitude van kinderen ten opzichte van 

het geadverteerde merk kunnen verminderen door een verhoogde mate van 

scepticisme ten opzichte van de commercial. Het affectieve pad verklaart hoe 
affectieve weerstandsreacties (kritische gedachten die gebaseerd zijn op emotie) 

die ontstaan tijdens het kijken van een commercial de attitude van kinderen ten 

opzichte van het geadverteerde merk kunnen verminderen door een negatievere 

affectieve attitude ten opzichte van de commercial (leuk vinden van de reclame). 

Verder werd het conceptuele model vergeleken voor twee methoden die vaak 

gebruikt worden om gedachten tijdens blootstelling aan reclame te meten: think-
aloud (het verbaliseren van gedachten terwijl tegelijkertijd naar een reclame 

gekeken wordt) en thought-listing (het retrospectief rapporteren van gedachten 

tijdens het kijken van een reclame).   

De resultaten van deze studie lieten zien dat zowel cognitieve als 

affectieve weerstandsmechanismen een belangrijke rol spelen bij het 
verminderen van de gevoeligheid van kinderen voor reclame-effecten. Daarnaast 

toonden de resultaten aan dat de effectiviteit van de weerstandsmechanismen in 

het reduceren van reclamegevoeligheid varieerde voor kinderen in de think-aloud 

en thought-listing groep. Voor kinderen in de think-aloud groep waren zowel het 

cognitieve als affectieve weerstandsmechanisme succesvol in het verminderen 
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van de reclamegevoeligheid, terwijl voor kinderen in de thought-listing groep 

alleen het affectieve mechanisme effectief bleek te zijn. Dit duidt er op dat de 

twee methoden de reclameverwerking van kinderen op een andere manier 

beïnvloeden: in vergelijking met thought-listing had de think-aloud methode een 
meer stimulerend effect op het cognitieve verwerkingsniveau van kinderen. Het 

aansporen van kinderen om te vertellen waar ze aan dachten terwijl ze naar een 

commercial keken kan als een ‘cue’ gewerkt hebben, waardoor hun motivatie en 

bekwaamheid om de reclame kritisch te verwerken gestimuleerd werd.    

 

Hoofdstuk 6: Een Nieuwe Conceptualisering van Reclamewijsheid 

Het laatste hoofdstuk van dit proefschrift geeft een theoretische reflectie op de 

rol van reclamewijsheid in het verminderen van de gevoeligheid van kinderen 
voor reclame. Meer specifiek wordt in dit essay de cognitive defense view op de proef 

gesteld. Deze zienswijze veronderstelt dat kinderen die reclamewijs zijn die 

wijsheid ook zullen gebruiken om de reclames die ze tegenkomen kritisch te 

verwerken, wat hen vervolgens minder gevoelig zou maken voor de effecten 

ervan. Gebaseerd op de laatste wetenschappelijke inzichten op het gebied van 
psychologische ontwikkeling en reclameverwerking en op de resultaten van de 

studies die in hoofdstuk 4 en 5 gepresenteerd zijn, wordt in dit essay betoogd dat 

de affectieve aard van hedendaagse reclame-uitingen in combinatie met de 

onvolgroeide cognitieve bekwaamheden van kinderen hen niet in staat stelt om 

hun reclamewijsheid te gebruiken om weerstand te bieden aan reclame. Daarom 
is het noodzakelijk dat het huidige theoretische begrip van reclamewijsheid, 

waarin het voornamelijk gedefinieerd wordt als een cognitief construct, wordt 

herzien. In dit essay wordt een nieuwe driedimensionale conceptualisering van 

reclamewijsheid voorgesteld: (1) conceptuele reclamewijsheid – conceptuele 

kennis over reclame (bijvoorbeeld begrip van de intentie van reclame en van de 

tactieken die daarin gebruikt worden), (2) gebruik van reclamewijsheid 
(performance) – het activeren en toepassen van conceptuele reclamewijsheid 

tijdens de verwerking van reclame en (3) attitudinale reclamewijsheid – algemene 

kritische attitude ten opzichte van reclame (bijvoorbeeld negatief affect en 

sceptische attitude ten opzichte van reclame). Gebaseerd op deze nieuwe 

conceptualisering wordt aanbevolen dat toekomstig onderzoek meer aandacht 
besteed aan de stimulering van het gebruik van reclamewijsheid. 
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Conclusies en Implicaties 

Het doel van dit proefschrift was tweeledig. Het eerste doel was het onderzoeken 

van de ontwikkeling van de reclamewijsheid van kinderen naar een volwassenen 

niveau en het tweede doel het onderzoeken van de rol van reclamewijsheid in het 

verminderen van de gevoeligheid van kinderen voor de effecten van reclame. 

Hiermee levert dit proefschrift niet alleen een belangrijke bijdrage aan de 
verbreding en verdieping van de bestaande theoretische en empirische kennis 

over de reclamewijsheid van kinderen, maar ook aan het maatschappelijke en 

politieke debat over kinderen en reclame. Wanneer men debatteert over de 

eerlijkheid van op kinderen gerichte reclame is het van cruciaal belang om een 

accuraat beeld te hebben van het reclamewijsheidsniveau van kinderen en de 

manier waarop deze wijsheid gerelateerd is aan hun gevoeligheid voor reclame-
effecten. In dit deel wordt een overzicht gegeven van de belangrijkste conclusies 

en implicaties voor toekomstig wetenschappelijk onderzoek. Daarnaast worden 

de praktische implicaties voor het lopende maatschappelijke en politieke debat 

besproken.  

 

Aanname 1: Kinderen Hebben een Lager Niveau van Reclamewijsheid 

dan Volwassenen 

De inzichten die gepresenteerd worden in het eerste deel van dit proefschrift 

(hoofdstuk 2 en 3) leiden tot twee belangrijke conclusies en implicaties voor 

toekomstig onderzoek naar de ontwikkeling van de reclamewijsheid van 
kinderen. De eerste conclusie is dat de leeftijd van 10 jaar een belangrijk 

veranderpunt markeert in de ontwikkeling van de reclamewijsheid van kinderen. 

Dit proefschrift liet zien dat het meer complexe begrip van reclame, dat wil 

zeggen het begrip van de persuasieve intentie van reclame en de persuasieve 

tactieken van adverteerders, significant toeneemt rond 10 jaar (Rozendaal, 
Buijzen, & Valkenburg; 2010a; in press). Deze toename kan verklaard worden 

door de grote veranderingen die rond die leeftijd plaatsvinden in de 

sociaalcognitieve vaardigheden van kinderen, meer specifiek in hun vermogen 

om zich in andermans perspectief te plaatsen en op een abstract niveau na te 

denken.  Om de persuasieve intentie van reclame en de persuasieve tactieken die 
daarin gebruikt worden te kunnen begrijpen, moeten  kinderen namelijk een 

besef hebben van second-order mental states (het begrip dat adverteerders iemands 
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mentale toestand proberen te veranderen, bijvoorbeeld iemands attitude en 

gedachten over het product of de reclame; Moses & Baldwin, 2005). Zo’n besef 

vereist van kinderen dat ze begrijpen dat adverteerders een ander perspectief en 

belangen hebben dan zijzelf en daarnaast moeten ze in staat zijn om de “als-dan” 
redenering toe te passen. Deze manier van redeneren is nodig om de link te 

kunnen leggen tussen het gebruik van bepaalde persuasieve tactieken 

(bijvoorbeeld “als een reclame erg grappig is…”) en een bepaald bedoeld effect 

(“…dan willen de makers van de reclame dat ik de reclame leuk ga vinden”).  

De tweede conclusie is dat de leeftijd waarop kinderen een volwassenen 
niveau van reclamewijsheid bereiken sterk afhangt van de steekproef die gebruikt 

wordt als vergelijkingsmaatstaf. Dit proefschrift liet bijvoorbeeld zien dat als een 

steekproef van universiteitstudenten gebruikt wordt als volwassen maatstaf, 

kinderen op twaalfjarige leeftijd nog geen volwassen begrip van de verkoop- en 

persuasieve intentie van reclame hebben (Rozendaal et al., 2010a). Als echter een 

steekproef gebruikt wordt die representatiever is voor de volwassen bevolking 
zou de conclusie zijn dat kinderen rond hun tiende jaar een volwassen begrip 

hebben van persuasieve tactieken – een begrip dat, zoals hiervoor is aangegeven, 

conceptueel gerelateerd is aan het begrip van de persuasieve intentie (Rozendaal 

et al., in press). Deze resultaten benadrukken dat er geen uniform volwassen 

niveau van reclamewijsheid bestaat. Net als kinderen kunnen volwassenen 
behoorlijk verschillen in reclamewijsheidsniveau. Door verschillen in algemene 

intellectuele vaardigheden of economische voordelen is het goed mogelijk dat 

universiteitsstudenten een hoger niveau van reclamewijsheid hebben dan de 

gemiddelde volwassen bevolking. Als gevolg daarvan zal het gebruik van een 

steekproef bestaande uit universiteitsstudenten resulteren in een hogere maatstaf 
voor de reclamewijsheid van kinderen.  

Een belangrijke vraag is: Met welke volwassen maatstaf moeten we het 

niveau van reclamewijsheid van kinderen vergelijken? Vanuit het oogpunt van 

consumenteneducatie zou de normatieve maatstaf voor de reclamewijsheid van 

kinderen relatief hoog moeten zijn, omdat het doel van educatie is om kinderen 

te leren onafhankelijke, deskundige en kritische consumenten te zijn.  Een 
vergelijking van kinderen met een hoogopgeleide volwassen steekproef zou hier 

het meest geschikt zijn, omdat van alle demografische bevolkingsgroepen 

hoogopgeleide mensen het geïdealiseerde niveau van een volwassen niveau van 

reclamewijsheid dat besproken wordt in de theoretische literatuur waarschijnlijk 
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het dichtst benaderen. Echter, vanuit het oogpunt van beleidsvorming zouden 

andere criteria de normatieve maatstaf voor het reclamewijsheidsniveau van 

kinderen kunnen bepalen. In veel westerse landen bestaan gedragslijnen die als 

doel hebben de algemene bevolking te beschermen tegen blootstelling aan en 
beïnvloeding door bepaalde vormen van reclame. Naast deze algemene 

reclameregelgeving hebben sommige landen ook regels geïmplementeerd die zich 

specifiek richten op de bescherming van kinderen (European Advertising 

Standards Alliance, 2002). Aan deze regelgeving ligt vaak de aanname ten 

grondslag dat kinderen verschillen in hun kennis over en reacties op reclame van 
de algemene volwassen bevolking en zij daarom extra bescherming nodig hebben 

(Bandyopadhyay, Kindra, & Sharp, 2001). Een vergelijking van kinderen met een 

volwassen steekproef die representatief is voor de algemene bevolking zou hier 

wellicht het meest geschikt zijn, omdat inzichten in de daadwerkelijke verschillen 

tussen kinderen en de algemene volwassen bevolking beleidsmakers kunnen 

helpen om te beoordelen of regelgeving waarin kinderen als een speciaal 
reclamepubliek behandeld worden noodzakelijk en correct is. 

Dit proefschrift, waarin het niveau van reclamewijsheid van kinderen en 

volwassenen voor het eerst empirisch werd onderzocht en met elkaar vergeleken, 

kan als basis dienen voor toekomstig onderzoek. Ten eerste is verder onderzoek 

nodig om te ontdekken of de patronen die we vonden voor de componenten van 
reclamewijsheid die onderzocht zijn in dit proefschrift ook gelden voor andere 

componenten van reclamewijsheid. Dit proefschrift richtte zich op vier 

belangrijke componenten van reclamewijsheid, namelijk reclameherkenning, 

begrip verkoopintentie, begrip persuasieve intentie, en begrip persuasieve 

tactieken. Er kunnen echter ook andere soorten kennis zijn, zoals het inzicht dat 
persuasieve boodschappen vaak een eenzijdig beeld geven, waar kinderen over 

zouden moeten beschikken om reclamewijs te zijn. Ten tweede is meer 

onderzoek nodig naar het niveau van reclamewijsheid van verschillende 

bevolkingsgroepen. Toekomstig onderzoek zou bijvoorbeeld de reclamewijsheid 

van mensen in verschillende levensfasen (bijvoorbeeld adolescenten en ouderen)  

en van mensen met verschillende sociale achtergronden (bijvoorbeeld 
opleidingsniveau, inkomen en etnische afkomst) moeten onderzoeken. Zoals al 

eerder werd aangegeven kunnen volwassenen behoorlijk verschillen in hun 

niveau van reclamewijsheid wat vervolgens weer van invloed kan zijn op de 

manier waarop zij beïnvloed worden door reclame. Tenslotte zou toekomstig 
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onderzoek moeten onderzoeken of de resultaten van dit proefschrift ook gelden 

voor reclame in nieuwe media. Waarschijnlijk zullen kinderen (en volwassenen) 

meer moeite hebben met het herkennen en begrijpen van deze nieuwe vormen 

van reclame.   
 

Aanname 2: Reclamewijsheid Vermindert de Gevoeligheid van Kinderen 
voor Reclame 

De inzichten die gepresenteerd worden in het tweede deel van dit proefschrift 

(hoofdstuk 4, 5 en 6) leiden tot drie belangrijke conclusies en implicaties voor 
toekomstig onderzoek naar de rol van reclamewijsheid in de gevoeligheid van 

kinderen voor reclame. De eerste en belangrijkste conclusie is dat de cognitive 

defense view moet worden herzien. Dit proefschrift toonde aan dat er grenzen zijn 

aan de effectiviteit van reclamewijsheid in het verminderen van de gevoeligheid 

van kinderen voor reclame-effecten (Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2009; 
2010b). Door een combinatie van onvolgroeide ‘executieve functies’ (inclusief 

emotieregulerende capaciteiten) en de affectieve aard van op kinderen gerichte 

reclame hebben kinderen grote moeite om hun conceptuele reclamewijsheid te 

gebruiken om zich te weren tegen reclame (Rozendaal, Lapierre, Buijzen, & Van 

Reijmersdal, 2010). Kinderen kunnen over de nodige reclamekennis beschikken 
(conceptuele competentie), maar ze zijn nog niet in staat om deze kennis 

zelfstandig te activeren en toe te passen wanneer zij blootgesteld worden aan 

reclame (het gebruik van reclamewijsheid).  

Conceptuele reclamewijsheid kan echter wel succesvol zijn in het 

verminderen van de gevoeligheid van kinderen voor reclame als zij gestimuleerd 

worden om die wijsheid te gebruiken. Dit proefschrift liet zien dat een 
interventie die kinderen aanspoort om na te denken over wat ze zien en horen in 

een commercial terwijl ze ernaar kijken hun reclamegevoeligheid effectief kan 

verminderen (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). Deze bevindingen duiden er op dat 

gedachtestimulerende opmerkingen tijdens blootstelling aan reclame de ‘stop and 

think’ respons van kinderen kan vergemakkelijken en daarmee ook het gebruik 
van hun reclamewijsheid. Toekomstig onderzoek zou verder moeten 

onderzoeken onder welke condities kinderen in verschillende leeftijdsgroepen in 

staat zijn om hun conceptuele reclamewijsheid te activeren en te gebruiken om 

weerstand te bieden aan reclame. 
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De tweede conclusie is dat er meer aandacht nodig is voor de 

attitudinale dimensie van reclamewijsheid. Bestaand onderzoek heeft zich 

voornamelijk gericht op de rol van conceptuele reclamewijsheid (bijvoorbeeld 

begrip van de intentie van reclame) in de gevoeligheid van kinderen voor de 
effecten van reclame. Echter, een algemene kritische attitude ten opzichte van 

reclame, zoals negatief affect ten opzichte van reclame, zouden een enorme rol 

kunnen spelen in het veranderen van de manier waarop kinderen reageren op 

reclame. Dat wil zeggen dat kinderen die een kritischere attitude hebben ten 

opzichte van reclame in het algemeen, negatiever reageren als zij worden 
blootgesteld aan een specifieke reclameboodschap wat hen vervolgens minder 

gevoelig kan maken voor de effecten ervan (D’Alessio, Laghi, Baiocco, 2009; 

Derbaix & Pecheux, 2003; Lutz, 1985; MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989).  Dit 

proefschrift liet zien dat de negatieve affectieve reacties van kinderen tijdens het 

kijken van een televisiecommercial hun gevoeligheid voor de effecten ervan 

verminderde (affectief weerstandsmechanisme). Bovendien werd gevonden dat 
affectieve weerstandsmechanismen zelfs tot een verminderde gevoeligheid voor 

reclame kunnen leiden, wanneer kinderen niet gemotiveerd of in staat zijn 

(bijvoorbeeld door beperkte cognitieve capaciteiten) om een reclameboodschap 

uitvoerig te verwerken (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). Toekomstig onderzoek zou 

verder moeten onderzoeken hoe attitudinale reclamewijsheid succesvol kan zijn 
in het veranderen van de reacties van kinderen op reclame.   

De derde conclusie is dat er meer onderzoek nodig is naar de 

onderliggende mechanismen van de reclameweerbaarheid van kinderen. Eerder 

onderzoek naar de effectiviteit van reclamewijsheid richtte zich voornamelijk op 

de directe relatie tussen een of meer reclamewijsheidsvariabelen en reclame-
effecten, maar de mechanismen die ten grondslag liggen aan deze relatie zijn 

zelden onderzocht. Het is echter niet alleen belangrijk om te weten of 

reclamewijsheid de gevoeligheid van kinderen voor reclame-effecten vermindert, 

maar ook om te begrijpen hoe deze wijsheid het beïnvloedingsproces kan 

veranderen. In dit proefschrift werd aangetoond dat zowel cognitieve als 

affectieve mechanismen een belangrijke rol spelen bij het bieden van weerstand 
tegen reclame (Rozendaal et al., 2010b). Om het idee dat cognitieve en 

attitudinale reclamewijsheid via verschillende mechanismen werken (hoog versus 

laag niveau van verwerking) verder te valideren, is meer inzicht nodig in de 
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psychologische processen waardoor kinderen met verschillende niveaus van deze 

reclamewijsheidsdimensies beïnvloed worden.  

Toekomstig onderzoek zou moeten blootleggen of en op welke manier 

reclamewijsheid en interventies die er op gericht zijn om deze wijsheid te 
stimuleren het beïnvloedingsproces in kinderen kan veranderen. Daarbij zou 

gebruik genaakt kunnen worden van de meer ontwikkelde volwassen literatuur 

met betrekking tot beïnvloeding en informatieverwerking (cf. Buijzen, Van 

Reijmersdal, & Owen, 2010). Het integreren van de bevindingen en theorieën uit 

de volwassen literatuur in de kinderliteratuur zou een enorme stap voorwaarts 
zijn voor het onderzoeksveld. Tot nu toe is er vrijwel geen enkele studie die deze 

theorieën toetst onder kinderen (Livingstone & Helsper, 2006).  

 

Praktische Implicaties 

Dit proefschrift heeft ook een aantal belangrijke implicaties voor het lopende 

maatschappelijke en politieke debat over kinderen en reclame. Zoals al eerder 

werd aangegeven wordt in veel westerse samenlevingen steeds meer aandacht 

besteed aan methoden die de gevoeligheid van kinderen voor reclame kunnen 
verminderen, waaronder educatieprogramma’s die als doel hebben de 

reclamewijsheid van kinderen te vergroten. Alhoewel uit eerdere studies is 

gebleken dat dit soort interventies de reclamewijsheid van kinderen kan 

stimuleren (Brucks et al., 1988; Donohue, Henke, & Meyer, 1983; Feshbach, 

Feshbach, & Cohen, 1982; Hobbs & Frost, 2003; Roberts et al., 1980), zorgen 
deze inspanningen er niet per definitie voor dat kinderen beter in staat zijn om 

weerstand te bieden aan reclame. Dit benadrukt hoe belangrijk het is voor 

beleidsmakers om educatieve interventies te ontwikkelen die gebaseerd zijn op 

wetenschappelijke kennis over de manier waarop kinderen reclame verwerken en 

de noodzaak om, zoals Wright et al. (2005) aangeven, de effectiviteit van zulke 

interventies empirisch te onderzoeken. 
 

Herformuleren doel reclame-interventies. Er wordt vaak 

aangenomen dat de belangrijkste doelstelling van interventies die er op gericht 

zijn kinderen reclamewijzer te maken is om hen immuun te maken voor reclame 

(Eagle, 2007; Gunter et al., 2005). Het is echter een illusie om te denken dat 

reclame-interventies kinderen resistent kunnen maken tegen de effecten van 

reclame. Dat zou namelijk betekenen dat volwassenen, van wie verondersteld 
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mag worden dat ze over de nodige reclamewijsheid en het vereiste cognitieve 

vermogen om weerstand te bieden beschikken, niet beïnvloed worden door 

reclames. Alhoewel interventies kinderen misschien niet immuun kunnen maken 

voor reclame-effecten, hebben zij wel de potentie om de manier waarop 
kinderen reclame verwerken te veranderen en daardoor de kans verkleinen dat ze 

oneerlijk beïnvloed worden.   

Maar wat is eerlijk? Eerlijke beïnvloeding kan twee dingen omvatten: (1) 

een kind zou zich bewust moeten zijn van de reclameboodschap en de intentie 

ervan en (2) de reclameboodschap zou de cognitieve en affectieve capaciteiten 
van kinderen niet moeten overweldigen, zodat ze de mogelijkheid hebben om de 

boodschap kritisch te evalueren (het vermogen om hun reclamewijsheid te 

activeren en toe te passen terwijl ze worden blootgesteld aan reclame). Daarom 

zou het de belangrijkste doelstelling van reclame-interventies moeten zijn om 

oneerlijke beïnvloeding van kinderen te verminderen door hun herkenning en 

begrip van verschillende reclamevormen te vergroten en hun motivatie en 
bekwaamheid om hun reclamewijsheid te gebruiken om reclames kritisch te 

verwerken te stimuleren en faciliteren (cf., Harris, Brownell, & Bargh, 2009).   

 

Herformuleren focus reclame-interventies. De focus van reclame-

interventies zou op vier manieren geherformuleerd moeten worden. Ten eerste 

zouden interventies afgestemd moeten worden op de inhoud en vorm van op 

kinderen gerichte reclames. Dat wil zeggen dat interventies zich zouden moeten 
richten op de subtiele en indirecte persuasieve tactieken die gebruikt worden 

door adverteerders. Door kinderen voorbeelden van deze tactieken te laten zien 

en hen uit te leggen waarom die tactieken gebruikt worden, kan het moment 

waarop change of meaning plaatsvindt (cf., Friestad & Wright, 1999), oftewel de 

leeftijd waarop kinderen zich beginnen te realiseren dat sommige aspecten van 

een reclameboodschap (bijvoorbeeld een paar vrolijke kinderen die met het 
geadverteerde product spelen) opzettelijke pogingen zijn van adverteerders om 

hen te beïnvloeden, vervroegd worden. Ten tweede zouden interventies zich niet 

alleen moeten richten op de conceptuele dimensie van reclamewijsheid 

(bijvoorbeeld begrip van de intentie en tactieken), maar ook op de attitudinale 

dimensie (bijvoorbeeld scepticisme). Dit proefschrift liet zien dat de 
laatstgenoemde effectiever is in het beïnvloeden van het beïnvloedingsproces 

(Rozendaal et al., 2010b). Daarom zouden interventies naast het uitleggen van 
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het concept reclame ook de entertainmentwaarde ervan expliciet in twijfel 

moeten trekken, zodat er een minder positieve attitude ten opzichte van reclame 

ontstaat.  

Ten derde is er meer aandacht nodig voor gedachtestimulerende 
interventies tijdens blootstelling aan reclame, omdat dit type interventies effectief 

kunnen zijn in het verminderen van de reclamegevoeligheid van kinderen 

(Rozendaal et al., 2010). Ouders en anderen die betrokken zijn in de dagelijkse 

opvoeding van kinderen zouden bijvoorbeeld opmerkingen kunnen maken die 

hen aansporen na te denken over wat ze zien en horen terwijl ze naar een 
reclame kijken. Tenslotte zouden interventies een onderscheid moeten maken 

tussen verschillende persuasieve boodschappen (bijvoorbeeld 

overheidscampagnes versus speelgoedreclames). Kinderen zouden moeten leren 

dat niet alle persuasieve boodschappen misleidend zijn, maar dat de 

geloofwaardigheid ervan sterk afhangt van de afzender en het type product 

waarvoor geadverteerd wordt. Desalniettemin zouden alle persuasieve 
boodschappen kritisch beoordeeld moeten worden.     

 

Herzien van regelgeving. Reclamewijsheidsinterventies alleen zijn niet 

voldoende. Om oneerlijke beïnvloeding te verminderen is er ook behoefte aan 

een helder beleid dat reclamevormen die de cognitieve en affectieve vermogens 

van kinderen overweldigen beperkt en reguleert. Bestaande restrictieve 

regelgeving om kinderen te beschermen tegen reclame, welke vooral gericht is op 
traditionele reclamevormen (bijvoorbeeld televisiecommercials), leunt sterk op 

de leeftijd waarop kinderen in staat zijn om reclame te herkennen en de intentie 

ervan te begrijpen. Deze regelgeving is gebaseerd op de aanname dat er rond de 

leeftijd van 8 jaar belangrijke veranderingen plaatsvinden in de reclamewijsheid 

van kinderen, wat in deze context vaak gedefinieerd wordt als het vrij simpele 

begrip dat reclame producten probeert te verkopen (begrip verkoopintentie). De 
bevindingen van dit proefschrift suggereren echter dat de leeftijd van 10 jaar een 

meer geschikt criterium zou zijn voor regulerende beleidsbeslissingen. Voordat 

kinderen deze leeftijd bereiken, hebben de meesten nog geen volwassen niveau 

bereikt van de meer complexe vormen van begrip die nodig zijn om het concept 

reclame volledig te kunnen bevatten (begrip van de persuasieve intentie van 
reclame, begrip van de tactieken van adverteerders). 
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Daarnaast zouden inzichten in het vermogen van kinderen om hun 

reclamewijsheid te gebruiken om weerstand te bieden tegen reclame een veel 

prominentere rol moeten krijgen in beleidsbeslissingen. Zoals dit proefschrift liet 

zien is het niet waarschijnlijk dat kinderen onder de 12 jaar hun reclamewijsheid 
spontaan zullen activeren en toepassen als ze blootgesteld worden aan reclame, 

tenzij ze aangespoord worden om dat wel te doen. Beleidsmakers zouden 

kinderen kunnen helpen weerstand te bieden tegen reclame door regelgeving op 

te stellen die adverteerders verplicht om cues toe te voegen die kinderen 

stimuleren om hun reclamewijsheid als een kritisch weerstandsmechanisme te 
gebruiken. Toekomstig onderzoek zou moeten blootleggen wat voor soort cues 

effectief kunnen zijn in het aansporen van kinderen om hun reclamewijsheid te 

gebruiken in een natuurlijke context van reclameblootstelling.  
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Dankwoord 

 

 

 

Een proefschrift schrijven…Nooit gedacht, toch gedaan! En dat was me niet 

gelukt zonder een aantal bijzondere mensen die ik hier graag wil bedanken. 

 

Ten eerste natuurlijk mijn promotor Patti Valkenburg en co-promotor Moniek 

Buijzen. Patti, ik wil jou bedanken voor de fijne begeleiding en alles wat ik van je 

heb mogen leren de afgelopen jaren. Jouw expertise en frisse, kritische blik zijn 

van grote waarde geweest voor mij en het proefschrift. Heel veel dank daarvoor. 

Moniek, je bent de afgelopen jaren niet alleen mijn mentor geweest, maar ook 

een hele goede vriendin. Een bijzondere combinatie, waar ik je dankbaar voor 

ben. Je gaf me ooit een krantenartikel geschreven genaamd Tien regels voor succes in 

de wetenschap (door Robbert Dijkgraaf in NRC Handelsblad). Twee van die regels 

zijn me in het bijzonder bijgebleven, namelijk ‘Zoek gelijkgestemden’ en ‘Doe 

waar je plezier in hebt’. Ik heb in jou die gelijkgestemde gevonden waarmee ik 

kan doen waar ik plezier in heb en ik hoop dan ook dat onze succesvolle 

samenwerking nog lang mag duren. 

 

Lieve papa en mama, bedankt voor al jullie steun en vertrouwen! 

 

Dan mijn paranimfen Cindy en Oscar. Bedankt voor jullie onvoorwaardelijke 

vriendschap en vertrouwen in mij als mens en wetenschapper. Het betekent veel 

voor me dat jullie de taak van paranimf op jullie hebben willen nemen. 
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Tiets, Maurice, Gert, Arnoud, Daphne, Simon, Judith, Annelot, Sander (fijn dat 

je tussen het verhuizen en vader worden door toch ook nog tijd hebt vrij 

gemaakt om de omslag van mijn proefschrift te ontwerpen), Laura, Stephan, 

Dasiyah & alle andere SV-ers: ik wil jullie bedanken voor jullie onmisbare 
vriendschap en gesprekken over het proefschrift en veel meer. 

 

Ik wil mijn collega’s bedanken voor hun gezelligheid en inspiratie. In het 

bijzonder wil ik Eva, Floris, Guda, Margot en Yael bedanken voor hun 

vriendschap. Daarnaast noem ik graag de ‘Vidi-meisjes’ Sanne en Simone, de 
collega’s van de programmagroep Youth & Media Entertainment en Persuasive 

Communication, de leden van de PhD club, in het bijzonder Marjolijn en Hilde, 

en mijn oud-kamergenoten Linda, Todd, Niels, Suchi, Christel en Damian. 

 

Liesbeth, jij verdient ook een plekje in dit proefschrift. Jij bent degene geweest 

die mij gestimuleerd heeft te gaan promoveren en ik ben blij dat ik naar je 
geluisterd heb.  

 

Tot slot wil ik mijn dank uitspreken aan alle kinderen, leerkrachten en directie 

van Basisschool Caleidoscoop te Almere, Basisschool De Horizon te Dordrecht, 

Basisschool De Impuls te Zwijndrecht, Basisschool De Pantarijn te De Meern, 
Basisschool Prinses Wilhelmina te Lexmond, Basisschool De Kim te 

Zwijndrecht, Basisschool Het Accoord te Zwijndrecht, Basisschool De 

Keerkring te Dordrecht, Basisschool St. Michael te Rotterdam en de 

Julianaschool te Fijnaart. Daarnaast wil ik Mandy Visser, Josje Zwinkels en 

Mieke Berkhout bedanken voor hun hulp bij de dataverzameling en -codering. 
Dit proefschrift was niet geworden wat het nu is zonder hun hulp. 

 

 

Esther Rozendaal 

Rotterdam, 2011 
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