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ABSTRACT 

There is an abundance of literature concerning the effects that food advertising 

has on children’s diets. Several reviews of the literature have concluded that 

this body of research provides sufficient evidence that advertising has modest, 

direct effects on what children eat. However, the Australian Senate and the 

Australian Communications and Media Authority argue that there is 

insufficient evidence to justify further regulation of food promotion in 

Australia. It would appear that new avenues of enquiry are needed to 

understand the influence of food promotion on children’s diets and to inform 

policy decisions dealing with child obesity. Researchers have suggested that 

studies of indirect effects could provide evidence of greater promotional 

influence on children’s diets. However, these indirect effects have yet to be 

explained and measured. 

The aim of this study was to identify the indirect effects of promotion on 

children and to explain how these effects occur. This will allow future research 

to measure these effects, thereby providing evidence of a dimension of food 

promotion that has previously been ignored in policy discussions. 

As very little is understood about the nature of indirect promotion effects, a 

grounded theory approach was taken to develop a substantive theory of 

children’s food consumption. The grounded approach was necessary to reveal 

the effects of promotion within the context of other influences on children’s 

food consumption and within the wider context of children’s lives. This 

approach provided a deep understanding of the interaction between food 

promotion and other social and psychological influences. 

The grounded approach was combined with ethnographic data collection 

techniques in three schools, involving both children (n=124) and parents (n=29). 

The data collection with parents took the form of in-depth interviews and focus 
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groups. The data collection with children included in-depth interviews and 

peer-group interviews, as well as more child-oriented projective techniques 

involving drawing and collage. For the purposes of triangulation, the data 

collection also included observations in the playgrounds at recess and lunch. 

The core category identified in the grounded theory was psychosocial eating, 

which is the term used in this study to describe how children and their parents 

reported habitually making food consumption decisions based on social and 

psychological needs, with secondary consideration given to physiological 

needs. Data from the interviews and projective techniques suggest that this 

psychosocial eating was reinforced by food promotion. 

The indirect effects of promotion have previously been defined as those effects 

that are mediated by another variable. The key mediators in this study were 

identified to be parents, siblings, and peers. Schools and supermarkets also had 

an important influence. 

There are two major theoretical contributions of this study. Firstly, the 

grounded theory provides an analysis of children’s food consumption 

behaviours, including insight into how these behaviours are influenced by food 

promotion, in the context of other influences in children’s lives. Secondly, a 

model of the direct and indirect effects of food promotion is proposed. The 

study also extends various conceptual domains, notably the role of siblings in 

consumer behaviour and gift giving. 

There are also important managerial contributions made by this thesis. Firstly, 

it suggests that attempts to address child obesity need to take account of the 

psychosocial uses of food that are prevalent amongst children and their peers 

and supported by many parents. Initiatives that focus solely on education (such 

as improved product labelling) could have limited effect if consumer 

motivations remain unchanged. Secondly, the study provides insights for child 
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health advocates and policy makers. The findings suggest that the use of 

emotional and social appeals in promotion and the use of product 

spokespersons/spokescharacters are important areas for review by policy 

makers. They also suggest that schools are playing an important role in 

mediating the effects of food promotion, which merits further review by 

education authorities. 
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CHAPTER 1: 
INTRODUCTION 

CHILD OBESITY 

Obesity has been declared a major epidemic in Australia (National Obesity 

Taskforce 2003, pp. 50-51) and throughout the world (World Health 

Organisation 2000). It has now been designated a national health priority by the 

Australian Government (National Obesity Taskforce 2003; National 

Preventative Health Taskforce 2008). 

The economic cost of obesity to the Australian community is escalating rapidly, 

from $21 billion in 2005 to $58.2 billion in 2008 (Access Economics 2008). 

Obesity and being overweight1 have a major impact on physical and mental 

health and overall quality of life (World Health Organisation 2003). The 

physical symptoms of obesity in childhood and adolescence include increased 

cardiovascular disease, abnormal glucose metabolism, hepatic-gastrointestinal 

abnormalities, and orthopaedic problems (World Health Organisation 2000). 

Child obesity also has a strong association with Type-2 diabetes, (McMahon et 

al. 2004). Type-2 diabetes can later lead to heart disease, stroke, limb 

amputation, kidney failure, and blindness (National Obesity Taskforce 2003; 

McMahon et al. 2004). 

The mental health problems include low self-esteem (Bokedal & Rasmussen 

2004; Lowry, Sallinen & Janicke 2007), depression (Swallen et al. 2005) and 

increased likelihood of suicide ideation and suicide attempts (Eaton et al. 2005). 

Obese children also suffer from increased exposure to bullying, both as victims 

and perpetrators (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2004). 

 

1 The definitions of overweight and obesity are as follows: Overweight = a Body Mass Index 
(BMI) measurement between 25 to 29; obese = a BMI greater than 30. Australian Bureau of 
Statistics 2009, National Health Survey: Summary of Results, 2007-08 Canberra. 
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The severity of these physical and mental effects appears to increase as BMI 

increases. One study found that severely obese children have lower health-

related quality of life across every domain, reporting levels similar to those of 

children with cancer (Schwimmer, Burwinkle & Varni 2003). 

Perhaps the most important consequence of child obesity is its persistence into 

adulthood (National Obesity Taskforce 2003). Longitudinal cohort studies have 

shown that BMI in childhood is strongly associated with BMI in adulthood 

(Must 2003; Viner & Cole 2005; Wardle et al. 2006). This appears to be the case 

for even the youngest children, with overweight 2-5 year olds more than four 

times as likely as children of a healthy weight to become overweight adults 

(Freedman et al. 2005). 

Excess weight and obesity in childhood are associated with a wide range of 

problems in adulthood including hypertension, cardiovascular disease, Type 2 

diabetes, depression, arthritis, increased sick leave from work and a range of 

cancers (Banning 2005). Obesity in adulthood is also strongly associated with 

osteoarthritis, sleep apnoea, mental illness, reproductive difficulties and back 

problems (National Preventative Health Taskforce 2008). In addition to adverse 

health effects, there are also social problems; one longitudinal study 

demonstrated that females who were obese at 10 years of age had a higher risk 

of being unemployed and lacking a partner at the age of 30 (Viner & Cole 2005). 

The incidence of child obesity and being overweight has been escalating for the 

past 30 years in Australia. Between 1985 and 1995, the number of overweight 

children doubled and the number of obese children tripled (Booth et al. 2003; 

Magarey, Daniels & Boulton 2001). The latest estimates of prevalence come 

from data collected as part of the National Health Survey from a sample of 

15,800 private dwellings throughout Australia between August 2007 and June 

2008. These data show that approximately 25% of Australian children are 

overweight (17% overweight and 7.8% obese) (Australian Bureau of Statistics 
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2009). The incidence is similar across genders (26% of males and 24% of 

females), although boys have a higher incidence of obesity (9.7% boys and 5.8% 

girls). 

Two recent studies have suggested that child obesity rates may be stabilising in 

the US and Australia. In the US, Benson et al. (2009) analysed data from 

electronic medical records for 60,711 patients aged 2 to 18 from June 1999 to 

October 2007 in Ohio. Although there was a statistically significant increase in 

the number of children diagnosed as obese or overweight during the study 

period, the percentage of patients diagnosed per year appeared to have 

plateaued (for rates of children who are obese), and even decreased (for rates of 

children who are severely obese) after 2005. In Australia, data from the most 

recent survey of General Practitioner activity in Australia – ‘Bettering the 

Evaluation And Care of Health’ (BEACH) (Britt et al. 2008) – found that child 

obesity had remained constant from 1998 to 2007; however the data were drawn 

from a non-representative sample. The Australian Government’s estimates 

assume a continued increase such that almost three-quarters of the Australian 

population will be overweight or obese by 2025, including one-third of all 

children (National Preventative Health Taskforce 2008). 

FOOD PROMOTION AND CHILD OBESITY 

There is a widespread and firmly held belief within the medical population 

(Australian Centre for Health Promotion 2006; Kunkel et al. 2004; McGinnis, 

Gootman & Kraak 2006) and general population (Kelly et al. 2009; Stapleton 

2008) that food promotion does contribute to child obesity. Particular concern 

has been expressed about the $40 billion spent on food advertising worldwide, 

and whether this could be influencing children’s diets (Mueller 2007). This 

belief is supported by several reviews of the literature, all of which conclude 

that advertising has modest direct effects on children’s diets (Hastings et al. 

2003; Hastings et al. 2006; Kunkel et al. 2004; Livingstone 2004; Livingstone 
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2005; McGinnis, Gootman & Kraak 2006). However, the Australian Senate 

(Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs 2008) and the Australian 

Communications and Media Authority (Australian Communications & Media 

Authority 2008) have argued that further research is needed to inform policy 

debate in this area.  

One avenue of enquiry that remains unexplored is whether promotion has 

indirect effects. This has been suggested by several researchers (Bjurstrom 1994; 

Hastings et al. 2003; Kunkel 2005; Livingstone & Helsper 2004); however, 

indirect effects have yet to be clearly defined and explained in relation to food 

promotion.  

AIMS OF THE RESEARCH 

The aim of this study was to identify and describe the indirect effects of 

promotion in relation to children’s diets. As researchers have suggested that 

indirect effects of promotion are those that are mediated by other variables 

(Bjurstrom 1994; Kunkel 2005; Livingstone & Helsper 2004), it was also essential 

to identify what, or who, are the other variables influencing children’s diets and 

how promotion interacts with these variables. The intention was therefore to 

generate a substantive theory of children’s food consumption to explicate the 

influence of promotion in the context of other influences in children’s lives. This 

allowed an exploration of the extent to which promotional influences affect 

children’s diets, not just directly but also indirectly via secondary effects on 

socio-cultural variables.  

Most of the existing research on promotion effects examines promotional 

activities independent of the social context in which they are received, 

processed and recalled (Ritson & Elliott 1999). In order to fully understand the 

effects of promotional messages on children, it was essential to consider the 

socio-cultural contexts that influence children’s food consumption to 

understand how these interact with food promotion. As parents and peer 
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groups had been previously identified as important influences on children’s 

food consumption, these groups became the main focus of the study. 

Research Questions 

The primary research questions of this study were as follows: 

1. What are the indirect effects of food promotion? 

2. What are the mechanisms via which food promotion exerts indirect 

effects on children’s diets? 

In order to answer these questions, it was essential to address the following 

sub-questions: 

3. What or who are the other factors (people, groups or organisations) that 

influence children’s food consumption behaviours? 

4. How do these other factors influence children’s food consumption 

behaviours? 

5. How does food promotion interact with these other factors? 

6. How do these other factors mediate the effects of food promotion? 

Research Approach 

In order to address these research questions, a study was undertaken in three 

West Australian schools. Australia has the fifth highest prevalence of obesity 

amongst OECD countries (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 

Development 2007). The population of Australia is currently 22 million people, 

with ten percent residing in Western Australia. The rates of excess weight and 

obesity in Western Australia are consistent with those in the other five states 

and two territories (Access Economics 2008; Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare 2003). 
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As the aims of the study were exploratory – seeking discovery rather than 

verification – a grounded theory methodology was implemented using 

ethnographic techniques including interviews, observations and projective 

techniques. The projective techniques also provided some confirmatory data. 

As the research also involved children, it was necessary to design a study 

including methodological techniques that have been demonstrated to be 

effective with children. The search for child-centric methods led to the 

integration of projective techniques (PTs) using drawing and collage materials 

that could be tailored to children’s cognitive and developmental abilities. The 

data generated by these multiple methods provided a rich and detailed picture 

of the influence, both direct and indirect, of promotion on children’s food 

attitudes and behaviours. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH 

Theoretical Contribution 

This study makes a significant theoretical contribution by identifying the 

indirect effects of food promotion and proposing a model of these effects. There 

is currently no model of indirect promotion effects, nor are there detailed 

explanations of what constitutes an indirect promotion effect and how such 

effects may operate. 

The proposed study also advances knowledge of the role of family groups and 

peer groups in addressing child obesity. Parents are an underserved group in 

research on this issue. Although much has been written and discussed about 

parents’ failure to prevent child obesity, there is scant research that explains 

their failure to do so. This study examined whether parents are responding to 

distorted perceptions of peer norms, driven in part by food promotion, that 

prevent them from effectively managing their children’s diets. 
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Finally, while social interaction and peer pressure have been examined in the 

literature in relation to a number of behaviours, particularly youth smoking and 

alcohol consumption, there is a conspicuous lack of studies examining social 

influence amongst younger children and none could be found that have dealt 

specifically with food consumption behaviours. This study addressed this gap. 

Practical Contribution 

This study provides a more comprehensive picture of promotion effects to 

inform public policy debate. The findings can assist public policy makers who 

are charged with balancing the interests of children and commerce, helping to 

prioritise policy decisions and to develop more targeted and effective responses 

to the child obesity crisis. 

The findings are also relevant to the advertising and food industries and can 

help them to better understand the impact of their persuasive messages and to 

encourage more effective self-regulation. Individual organisations could apply 

the findings of this study to develop more socially responsible communications 

for child consumers. 

DEFINITIONS OF KEY CONCEPTS AND TERMS 

Some of the terms used in this thesis have varying meanings. The definitions 

that are used here are as follows: 

Advertising: Any paid form of non-personal communication by an identified 

sponsor. 

Chips: The word ‘chips’ was used frequently by participants to describe two 

different types of food. The first usage of the word is to describe packets of 

crisps that are eaten as snacks, otherwise known as ‘crisps’ in the UK, and 

‘potato chips’ in the US. The second usage of the word chips is to describe hot 

chips, which are commonly served at meal times and known as ‘chips’ in the 
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UK, and ‘fries’ in the US. When the parents and children talked about eating 

chips, they were most frequently referring to packets of crisps. These are 

heavily marketed to children in Australia and frequently include premiums 

such as collectable cards, spinning tops and licensed packaging. When they 

discussed chips in the context of fast food restaurants, or evening meals, they 

were usually referring to hot chips. 

Consuming/Consumption: Refers to a broad range of behaviours that are of 

interest to this study (such as obtaining, displaying, saving, trading, gifting and 

disposing), as opposed to more limited terms such as eating, drinking, 

purchasing, owning and having. 

Food: Used as a generic term to describe food, beverages, snacks, confectionery 

and all forms of edible products marketed to children. 

HFSS: Refers to foods high in fat, sugar and salt. This term is commonly used to 

describe foods that should be kept to a minimum as part of a healthy diet. 

Premiums: Purchase inducements such as free toys inside packaging, 

competitions and licensed packaging. 

Promotion: Incorporates all forms of marketing communications, including: 

advertising, premium offers, sales promotions, sponsorship, licensing, Internet 

marketing, public relations activities, and personal selling. 

OVERVIEW OF THE THESIS 

The structure of this thesis is as follows. Chapter Two provides a synthesis of 

the existing literature on the effects of food promotion on children’s diets. 

Chapter Three explains the methodology used for this study. Chapter Four 

presents the core category of the grounded theory. Chapter Five presents the 

properties of the grounded theory. Chapter Six provides a discussion of the 

findings in relation to the existing body of knowledge and proposes a model of 
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promotion effects on children’s diets. Chapter Seven draws conclusions from 

the study and suggests recommendations for future research and applications 

of the findings for public policy managers and managers in the food and 

advertising industries. 

What follows in the next chapter is a synthesis of the literature on the effects of 

food promotion. It will become clear from this review that the extent and nature 

of indirect effects is arguably the most important gap in the existing literature. It 

is this gap that this study begins to fill. 
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CHAPTER 2: 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

The aim of this chapter is to discuss the role of food promotion in children’s 

diets and to identify what is known about the indirect effects of food 

promotion. The review will provide a synthesis of the literature relevant to the 

stated research questions. These are: 

1. What are the indirect effects of food promotion? 

2. What are the mechanisms via which food promotion exerts indirect 

effects on children’s diets? 

3. What or who are the other factors (people, groups or organisations) that 

influence children’s food consumption behaviours? 

4. How do these other factors influence children’s food consumption 

behaviours? 

5. How does food promotion interact with these other factors? 

6. How do these other factors mediate the effects of food promotion? 

The review will commence with a discussion of the nature of promotion effects 

in general, before moving on to a discussion of indirect effects in particular. 

Although the focus of this study is food promotion in general, almost all of the 

existing literature relates specifically to advertising; hence, the term advertising 

appears frequently in the literature review when discussing previous studies 

that did not include other types of promotion. 

Several reviews of the literature have already been conducted in order to 

summarise the vast, disparate and conflicting body of literature on the effects of 

promotion on children’s diets and to better inform policy decisions (Bjurstrom 

1994; Brand 2007; Hastings et al. 2006; Hastings et al. 2003; Livingstone 2005; 

McGinnis, Gootman & Kraak 2006; Paliwoda & Crawford 2003; Wilcox et al. 

2004; Young 2003a; Young 2003b). These literature reviews, along with the 
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reviews that were written in response to Hastings et al.’s (2003) review of the 

literature (Ambler 2006; Livingstone 2004; Paliwoda & Crawford 2003), have 

also been drawn on in this review. 

EXTENT & NATURE OF CHILDREN’S FOOD 
PROMOTION 

An international study of 13 developed nations found that Australian children 

are exposed to significantly more advertising than children in other countries 

(Dibb 1996). Australian children’s programming contains an average of 34 ads 

per hour, compared to 24 in the US and 17 in the UK (Dibb 1996). As 98% of 

Australian children spend more time watching television or videos than 

engaging in any other recreational activity, including sport (Australian Bureau 

of Statistics 2006b), the extent of advertising exposure is likely to be high. 

Varying content analysis studies have shown that food advertising accounts for 

between 25% to 32% of advertisements shown during children’s programming 

(Chapman et al. 2006; Chapman, Nicholas & Supramaniam 2006; Morton & 

Moore 2004; Morton et al. 2005; Neville, Thomas & Bauman 2005; Roberts & 

Pettigrew 2007; Zuppa, Morton & Mehta 2003). The majority of advertisements 

aired during Australian children’s programming are for foods that are high in 

fats, sugars and/or salt and low in dietary fibre (Chapman et al. 2006; Chapman, 

Nicholas & Supramaniam 2006; Morton & Moore 2004; Morton et al. 2005; 

Neville, Thomas & Bauman 2005; Roberts & Pettigrew 2007; Zuppa, Morton & 

Mehta 2003). 

An additional finding of interest from the content analysis studies is that there 

is a higher percentage of food advertising during children’s television 

programming than outside it, indicating that food companies are targeting 

children more aggressively than adults. A content analysis of children’s versus 

non-children’s programming revealed a higher percentage of advertisements 

and more premium offers in advertisements during children’s programming 
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(Morton et al. 2005). Another study found that fast food was advertised twice as 

much and confectionery three times as much during children’s programming 

compared to non-children’s programming (Neville, Thomas & Bauman 2005). 

DIRECT EFFECTS OF CHILDREN’S FOOD PROMOTION 

The widespread and sustained concern about food promotion has resulted in a 

vast body of research in this field. Despite the large volume of research activity, 

there are still calls for more research to better understand and measure the full 

effects of advertising on children’s diets (Kunkel 2005; McGinnis, Gootman & 

Kraak 2006). 

The following section briefly summarises the state of knowledge on the direct 

effects of promotion before moving on to an in-depth review of literature 

relating to indirect effects in the next section. 

Awareness of Persuasive Intent 

Kunkel (2001) suggests that researchers have devoted more attention to the 

issue of persuasive intent – whether children are able to fully comprehend and 

evaluate advertising – than any other aspect of advertising to children. The 

reason for this high degree of attention is that this issue is fundamental to the 

need to regulate promotion to children. If children cannot understand that 

advertisements are trying to persuade them, and understand that this affects 

the information that the advertiser gives about the product, then the encounter 

is unfair. 

Awareness of persuasive intent has both ethical and legal implications. From an 

ethical perspective, if children do not understand that promotion is trying to 

persuade them to do something, they are unlikely to develop a critical attitude 

towards it and unlikely to question the accuracy of the information provided 

(Bijmolt, Claassen & Brus 1998; Bjurstrom 1994; Brucks, Armstrong & Goldberg 

1988). From a legal perspective, if children do not understand the persuasive 
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nature of advertising, then all advertisements aimed at children are unfair 

and/or misleading (Kunkel & Roberts 1991; Martin 1997). For these reasons, 

awareness of persuasive intent has been heavily researched for over three 

decades. 

There seems to be a tacit agreement in the literature that children develop an 

understanding of the persuasive intent – as opposed to just informational intent 

– of advertising around the age of eight (Blosser & Roberts 1985; Kunkel & 

Roberts 1991; Kunkel et al. 2004; Macklin 1987). However, some researchers 

have found that full appreciation for the persuasive nature of advertising 

develops later (Bjurstrom 1994; Oates, Blades & Gunter 2002; Oates et al. 2003). 

Oates et al.’s (2002) series of experiments found that only a quarter of eight-

year-olds and a third of 10 year olds fully understood the persuasive nature of 

advertising. Their subsequent qualitative study produced similar findings – a 

minority of the 8 year olds were able to articulate an understanding of 

persuasive intent (Oates et al. 2003). Kunkel’s (2001, p. 381) review of empirical 

studies on awareness of persuasive intent concluded that at least half of the 

children below 7-8 years of age in these studies failed to demonstrate even 

rudimentary awareness of persuasive intent. 

Donohue et al.’s controversial study (1980) concluded that children as young as 

three could understand the persuasive intent of advertising. However, other 

researchers’ attempts to replicate this finding have been unsuccessful (Kunkel 

1988; Macklin 1985). Research by Macklin (1987) also found that awareness may 

be present in children younger than eight. Her non-verbal assessment of 

preschoolers found that the majority did not possess awareness of persuasive 

intent until eight years old; however, a substantial minority (40% of the five 

year olds) did understand persuasive intent. This suggests that chronological 

age may be an over simplification. 



14 

In John’s (1999) review of the literature on developmental issues and 

advertising, she identified problems that have led to conflicting results in this 

area of research. The studies not only use different methodological approaches, 

they also have different criteria for what constitutes awareness of persuasive 

intent – some define it as awareness that the advertiser wants the viewer to buy 

things (Donohue, Henke & Donohue 1980), whereas others define it as a more 

complex understanding of who pays for the advertising and comprehension 

that the message content is subjective (Macklin 1987; Oates et al. 2003). John 

also questions the effectiveness of the measures that have been used. In 

particular, she has raised concerns about whether measures that require 

abstract thinking and verbalisation could underestimate children’s ability to 

understand persuasive intent. She also questions whether non-verbal 

experimental studies have used tasks that could be completed with no 

understanding of persuasive intent. 

All of the research in this area is based on one critical assumption – that 

children who understand persuasive intent will use it to resist persuasive 

messages. This assumption may be flawed. Brucks et al.’s (1988) field 

experiment suggested that 10-12 year old children do not spontaneously 

retrieve prior knowledge about advertising intent when watching 

advertisements, and advertising exposure did not provoke counterarguments 

without prompting. Research by Robertson and Rossiter (1974) also suggested 

that children’s ability to recognise persuasive intent did not confer immunity 

from advertising effects. Moses and Baldwin (2005)offer an explanation for this 

failure to apply knowledge that has been learned. In their review of research on 

cognitive development and vulnerability to advertising, the authors argue that 

the literature on theory of mind indicates that children are capable of 

understanding persuasive intent before the age of seven or eight; but executive 

functioning theories indicate that children cannot utilise this knowledge 

effectively until late adolescence. John (1999, p. 190) concluded in her review 
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that awareness of persuasive intent will not alter a child’s desire for a product 

that is shown to them: “General knowledge and beliefs about advertising 

cannot be expected to dampen a child’s enthusiasm for an enticing snack or 

toy”. 

There is one final important point on this topic. The age of awareness of 

persuasive intent appears to be changing. Martin’s (1997) meta-analysis on 

persuasive intent suggested that children are becoming aware of persuasive 

intent at a younger age; the later studies showed awareness occurring earlier 

than the studies that were carried out years before. It would be valuable to 

analyse if studies published in the twelve years since this meta-analysis have 

followed a similar pattern, as might be expected with the current generation of 

‘media savvy’ children. 

Brand versus Category Level Effects 

Another fundamental question relating to the effects of promotion on children 

is whether these effects occur at a brand or category level (Ambler 2006; 

Hastings et al. 2003). The question of category versus brand level effects is 

critical to the obesity debate because brand level effects could only cause the 

consumer to switch brands, from McDonald’s to Hungry Jacks for example, 

whereas category level effects could cause the consumer to choose fast food for 

dinner instead of cooking a home meal. If promotion does cause category level 

effects, this would have a negative impact on diet and health because HFSS 

foods are the most heavily advertised foods. 

Hastings et al.’s review of the literature on food promotion concluded there was 

‘reasonably strong evidence’ of category effects (2003, p. 19). The authors 

identified eight studies measuring category level effects; four of these studies 

showed conclusive evidence of category effects, one showed no significant 

category level effects, and three were inconclusive. 
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There is some evidence that exposure to food advertisements can increase 

overall food consumption by causing snacking immediately after exposure. 

This Pavlovian response leads to increases in overall consumption, creating 

category, rather than brand level, effects (Carruth, Goldberg & Skinner 1991; 

Halford et al. 2007; Halford et al. 2004). Marquis and Filion (2005) also found 

that children’s food choices deteriorated with increased frequency of television 

viewing. 

Reviews of Direct Effects 

As discussed earlier, the Australian Senate (Senate Standing Committee on 

Community Affairs 2008) has concluded that there is insufficient evidence of 

direct promotion effects to justify further regulation of food promotion to 

children. This conclusion was based on a review of the research by Brand 

(2007), commissioned by the Australian Communications and Media Authority 

(ACMA)2 to inform the regulatory review. 

The Senate’s final report noted that Brand’s conclusions had been heavily 

referenced in submissions to the review from The Australian Association of 

National Advertisers (AANA) and the Australian Food and Grocery Council 

(AFGC). Brand’s overall conclusions about the body of research on direct effects 

were as follows: 

Data quality is relatively poor and the ability to combine results for 

analysis is limited because researchers have used so many different 

methodologies, with different variables and different 

participants…In conclusion, it is a general view of the authors that 

there is little quality data available about the role of advertising in 

children’s lives early in the 21st century in Australia (and in other 

developed countries) (Brand 2007, pp. 50-51). 
 

2
 The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) is a statutory, federal authority. 

They are responsible for the regulation of broadcasting, Internet, radiocommunications and 
telecommunications. 
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Although these conclusions were embraced by industry groups in Australia, 

they are inconsistent with authoritative reviews of the literature that have been 

carried out in other developed countries. In the UK, the Food Standards Agency 

(FSA) commissioned a systematic review of the literature (Hastings et al. 2003). 

The same team was commissioned by The World Health Organisation to 

update and extend their review in 2006 (Hastings et al. 2006). The Hastings 

reviews (Hastings et al. 2003; Hastings et al. 2006) systematically examined 

studies on the effects of food promotion on children’s diets and reached the 

conclusion that there was sufficient evidence of modest direct effects of food 

promotion to children occurring at both brand and category levels. 

The findings of the initial Hastings review caused much debate, with some 

criticisms from other researchers (Ambler 2006; Ashton 2004; Livingstone 2005; 

Paliwoda & Crawford 2003). However the findings were endorsed by an 

independent panel of research leaders who were brought together by the Food 

Standards Authority to conduct an open peer review of the Hastings Review, 

and to account for differences between the findings of the Hastings review and 

a review of the literature commissioned by The Advertising Association (Young 

2003a). The findings of the review panel were as follows: 

The meeting accepted the argument made by Hastings that the 

evidence indicated effects at both category and brand 

level…Participants agreed that his review assessed the available 

evidence in a consistent way and that the conclusions were both 

balanced and valid…The Hastings review had provided sufficient 

evidence to indicate a causal link between promotional activity and 

children's food knowledge, preferences and behaviours (Food 

Standards Agency 2003). 

A detailed critique of the Brand review is outside the remit of this thesis, 

however there are reasons to question the review’s conclusions, quite apart 
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from its inconsistency with more comprehensive reviews. The Brand review 

was carried out by an individual,3 not a research team; that individual is based 

at Bond University – a private university established 20 years ago, not a 

government funded research-intensive university. The university has no 

research activity on advertising to children (though there were some papers 

written by the author when he was based in America 15 years ago). In addition, 

the present author notes that her own prior research on premiums (Roberts 

2005) was included in the review with several errors; Brand stated that there 

had been nine focus groups and twenty two in-depth interviews in the Roberts 

study (2005), whereas the article states that there were two focus groups and 

twelve in-depth interviews. Brand omits other important papers from the 

discussion on premiums, and then concludes that premiums do not affect 

children’s behaviour in Australia, which he justifies by citing two articles 

published in the United States 25 years earlier. 

There was no peer review or critique of the Brand review from the marketing 

academy in Australia, despite its controversial findings that the body of 

research is poor, low quality, lacking consensus, and an insufficient basis for 

policy change. The Young Media Australia (YMA) organisation commissioned 

two peer reviews of the Brand review (which can be accessed in the appendix of 

the YMA submission)4 from leading international academics and included these 

in a submission to the Senate Review (Young Media Australia 2007). The first 

peer review from Dale Kunkel strongly disagreed with the Brand review: 

No scholar who has reviewed the totality of evidence in the area of 

children and advertising has ever characterized the overall state of 

knowledge in this realm as “poor,” as the Brand review 

 

3
 Details of the author can be found at http://epublications.bond.edu.au/jeff_brand/cv.pdf 

4
 The YMA submission to the Senate can be found at: 

http://www.youngmedia.org.au/pdf/Submissions/yma_submission_aana_code_1207.pdf 
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concludes…The level of knowledge about the relationship between 

children and advertising is quite strong and mature in most regards, 

and affords scientists strong ability to draw conclusions across 

studies…The existing knowledge is more than sufficient to buttress 

regulatory action by responsible policy-makers. 

The peer review from Douglas Evans also fundamentally disagreed with the 

conclusions of the Brand review: 

The research on advertising effects on children's health certainly 

points to behavioral effects, such as the effects of premiums, 

characters, viral marketing, a variety of effective marketing mixes 

using TV, pestering, etc. on negative health outcomes…A very large 

and growing body of evidence points to the strong behavioral effects 

of advertising on children, and the negative health effects of TV 

advertising (alone or in concert with other marketing strategies) of 

certain products on children's health. The report seems to miss this 

major point. 

A similar review of the literature on direct effects was carried out in the US. The 

Institute of Medicine of the National Academies commissioned a large 

committee of scientific experts to review the research on the influence of food 

marketing on children’s diets. This review (McGinnis, Gootman & Kraak 2006) 

also found strong evidence that advertising influences the food preferences and 

purchase requests of children. They also found moderate evidence that 

advertising influences the food beliefs of children. 

Two final reviews of the literature are worth noting because they introduced a 

new and important agenda to the research on promotion effects. The UK Office 

of Communications commissioned Livingstone to review the research evidence 

on the effects of food promotion to children (Livingstone 2004) and Livingstone 

and Helsper to review the literature on the role of food promotion in the context 

of other influences in children’s lives (Livingstone & Helsper 2004). Both 

reviews supported claims that food promotion has modest, direct effects on 

children’s food preferences and behaviours. However, both reviews concluded 
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that researchers would never be able to provide definitive proof of the direct 

effects of advertising: 

For a range of mainly methodological reasons, it is unlikely that 

research will ever produce the ideal, uncontroversial demonstration 

of a causal effect of food promotion on children’s food choices. Nor is 

it likely ever to produce a complete and comprehensive picture of all 

the factors that, in combination, influence children’s food choices 

(Livingstone & Helsper 2004, p. 6). 

The authors reached an additional conclusion that was the impetus for the 

present study. As the authors are from the field of media and communications, 

they recognised the importance of a research agenda that has been largely 

ignored by the marketing academy – the two-step flow of communication, 

otherwise known as indirect effects. They suggested that the focus of research 

should move beyond direct effects to consider the possibility that promotion 

has second level, or indirect, effects. These indirect effects became the focus of 

the present study, and are discussed in detail below. 

INDIRECT EFFECTS 

The indirect effects of promotion have been alluded to in every major review of 

the literature; however, few have elaborated on what indirect effects are and 

how they might occur. Bjurstom (1994) provided one of the first reviews of the 

literature in this field and proposed the most detailed definition of indirect 

effects: 

The simplest definition of the term indirect effects is effects that are 

the result of one or more mediating links or factors between the 

stimulus presented and the effects that can be distinguished. In a 

stricter scientific sense, a direct effect is the effect a variable (a 

property) has when all other independent variables (cause variables) 

are kept constant. An indirect effect, on the other hand, occurs if one 

independent variable affects other independent variables, which in 

turn affect a dependent variable (effect variable) (p. 11). 
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The presumed importance of these indirect effects was acknowledged in the 

initial Hastings review (2003), which was commissioned to investigate the 

direct effects of promotion. The authors argued that their findings 

underestimated advertising effects, as they failed to account for indirect effects. 

This point has since been further supported by Kunkel (2005): 

In order to draw conclusions about the influence of food marketing 

on children’s diet and health, more elaborate models are needed that 

identify and measure all the key steps in the process that lead to 

these ultimate outcomes. There are many moderating variables along 

the line that must be examined, including the role of parents, peers, 

and product size apportionment, among others. Such models have 

not yet been proposed or tested (p.403). 

There is evidence dating back over half a century on the indirect effects of 

promotion. Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) introduced their influential theory of the 

two- step flow of communication and provided evidence that communication 

effects were greatest not when they influenced people directly, but when they 

influenced them indirectly via influential personal contacts. The first step 

occurs when opinion leaders are influenced, and the second step occurs when 

opinion leaders influence others based on their exposure to commercial or non-

commercial content. The authors included an experiment of the two-step flow 

of communication in advertising. The findings of their study showed that the 

indirect effects of promotion had greater influence than the direct effects. 

Although the study has received some criticism for its statistical methods, it 

remains highly cited in authoritative papers (for example: Bryant & Miron 2004; 

Watts & Dodds 2007). 

The research on media effects has previously considered the role of indirect 

communication effects. Yanovitzky and Bennett’s (1999) work on media effects 

provides a definition of indirect effects that is similar to Bjurstrom’s definition, 

describing them as “Effects on behaviour that are mediated through other social 

institutions” (p. 430). They went on to say: 
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Whereas the mass media may be relatively ineffective in directly 

influencing behavioral decisions made by individuals…they [the 

mass media] may be influential in affecting the social and cultural 

context in which such decisions are made. If this contention is 

correct, efforts to uncover media impact on behavior should also 

focus on indirect media effects (Yanovitzky & Bennett 1999, p. 430). 

Yanovitzky and Bennett identified the following ways in which media could 

potentially influence social institutions, thereby prompting both social and 

cultural change and indirectly influencing individual behaviour: 

• Source of information and knowledge in society, 

• Agent of social control and socialisation, 

• Cultural signifier, 

• Public opinion leader, and 

• Champion of social problems and social wrongdoings (pp 431-432). 

It is conceivable that commercial content could also fulfil these roles. For 

example, McCracken’s work (1986) has shown that advertising is used as a 

vehicle for cultural communication and Ritson and Elliott’s work (1999) has 

shown that advertising has cultural capital. Livingstone (2004) argues that 

marketing practices are moving away “from attempts to influence one-off 

behaviours towards attempts to gain long-term loyalty through lifestyles, 

habits, peer norms, cultural expectations, etc. These are fundamentally social, 

and cannot be understood as purely individual phenomena” (p. 27). This can be 

seen in campaigns such as Dove’s ‘Campaign for Real Beauty’5, whose 

objectives were, ‘To change society’s definition of beauty’ rather than to sell 

soap. It can also be seen in advertisements such as Apple’s, ‘I’m a Mac, I’m a 

 

5
 More details can be found at: http://www.campaignforrealbeauty.com.au/dove-self-esteem-

fund/ 
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PC’6 advertisements, where consumers are taught that computer purchase is not 

based on the specifications of the machine, but on self concept and the image 

you want to project to others. 

Yanovitzky and Bennett (1999) argued that the media can cultivate biased 

images of social reality and that media effects must be examined at the societal 

or group level, rather than an individual level. They also argued that 

consideration should be given to the cumulative effects of long-term media 

exposure. Roberts and Pettigrew (2007) expressed concern about the impact of 

cumulative exposure specifically in relation to promotion for HFSS foods. Their 

analysis of advertisements during children’s programming in Australia 

suggests food promotion could reinforce sub-optimal eating behaviours. For 

example, the most common eating situations depicted in advertisements were 

snacking (53% of the campaigns), carried out in a wide range of places such as 

skate parks, bedrooms and playgrounds. Solitary eating was also a dominant 

behaviour (50% of the campaigns), whereas more optimal eating behaviours 

were rarely included (breakfast featured in only 7% of campaigns and family 

meals also in 7% of campaigns). Major themes in the data included the implied 

ability of certain foods to enhance popularity, performance and mood, 

exaggerated health claims, and the denigration of core foods. 

The assertion that media, specifically television, can influence perceived social 

norms and social institutions is strongly supported by psychologists: 

Television is unquestionably an important source of social 

influence… Although the relationship between exposure and effects 

is neither simple nor direct, more than 30 years of research have 

indicated that television can and does influence our feelings, 

attitudes and behaviours…Our experiences of media images 

contributes [sic] in significant ways to the way we think, act, and feel, 

 

6
 The advertisements can be seen at: http://www.apple.com/getamac/ads/ 
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and to our broader beliefs about the world and social reality 

(Australian Psychological Society 2000, p. 11). 

There is also widespread belief amongst members of the public and educators 

that mass communication has greater effects than selling products. Research 

commissioned by the Independent Television Commission in the UK (Hanley et 

al. 2000) found broad consensus amongst parents, children and professionals 

working with children that children are affected by television advertising, 

resulting in increased pester power, mimicking of behaviours modelled in the 

advertisements, and a “subtle and gradual effect on attitudes” (p. 4). 

In Bjurstrom’s (1994) review of children and advertising, he examined the 

influence of the media in general to identify possible insights into how 

advertising might influence society. One of the persuasion paths he noted was 

that the media, “Determine what we think about, talk about and discuss with 

other people” (p. 11). This path has since been identified in an ethnographic 

study with children in a school setting (Ritson & Elliott 1999), and also in 

studies with adults and families (Alperstein 1990; James & McCain 1982; Lull 

1980a; Lull 1980b; Mitchell, Macklin & Paxman 2007; O'Donohoe 1994; Wolf, 

Meyer & White 1982). The phenomenon has been referred to by these authors as 

‘the social uses of television’ (Lull 1980a; Lull 1980b) and ‘the social uses of 

advertising’ (Mitchell, Macklin & Paxman 2007; Ritson & Elliott 1999), and 

illustrates that advertising performs important roles in social groups. It 

provides a source of jokes and humour, a topic of debate centring on the 

meanings of ambiguous, intriguing advertisements or controversial advertising, 

and provides entertainment – material to be sung and re-enacted together, and 

entertaining expressions and catchphrases that can be incorporated into 

everyday conversation. These studies showed that advertising was 

continuously discussed, interpreted, evaluated and re-enacted amongst peers 

and families. 



25 

The case for investigating indirect effects seems clear, and Holbert and 

Stephenson (2003) have criticised media researchers for their failure to move 

beyond direct effects. However, Bjurstrom (1994) cautions that indirect effects 

are likely to influence viewers in complex and long-term ways that are difficult 

to examine and understand. 

Indirect Effects on Public Policy 

Studies of media effects and behaviour change have suggested that the 

influence of the media on public policy is greatest through indirect rather than 

direct effects (Yanovitzky & Stryker 2001; Yanovitzky & Bennett 1999). These 

studies, on youth binge drinking and drink driving, have indicated a relatively 

small direct effect on public policy however, there appeared to be a greater 

indirect influence that occurred through public and political debate stimulated 

by media coverage of these issues (Yanovitzky & Stryker 2001; Yanovitzky & 

Bennett 1999). This debate resulted in changes to the perceived social 

acceptableness of the behaviour and ultimately changes to policy decisions. 

Unlike other indirect effects, this path is more likely to work in the interests of 

consumer health and wellbeing. 

Similar to binge drinking and drink driving, the issue of food promotion to 

children has generated a large amount of media interest, and this has fuelled 

debate about the appropriateness of marketing HFSS foods to children. There 

have been opinion pieces in newspapers (Stark 2009), segments on public affairs 

and news shows7 and even documentaries such as Super Size Me8. This 

coverage is viewed and discussed by consumers and public policy makers, and 

 

7
 See the following link for a segment on a recent news program: 

http://www.abc.net.au/tv/guide/netw/200908/programs/ZX0109A001D13082009T203000.htm 

8 
A documentary directed by Morgan Spurlock and released in 2004 by Samuel Goldwyn Films. 
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is likely to influence their perceptions of the need to minimise children’s 

consumption of these foods. 

It has been noted that no comprehensive model of indirect promotion effects 

has been developed (Hastings et al. 2003; Kunkel 2005; Livingstone 2005). Some 

of the indirect effects of promotion are listed in Livingstone and Helsper’s 

(2004) suggested ‘Model of the Factors that Influence Children’s Food Choice, 

Habits and Health’ (p. 34) and Story et al.’s (2002) ‘Framework of Individual 

and Environmental Influences on Adolescent Eating Behaviors’. However, these 

are broader models covering the range of influences on children’s diets and 

they do not fully document or explain indirect effects. 

Although as yet there is no organised body of research on indirect promotion 

effects, there is a stream of research that has relevance – the third-person effect 

from the communications literature, and the more recent development of this 

theory, the Influence of Perceived Influence model. Both of these are examined 

in detail below. 

The Third-Person Effect 

The third-person effect, first identified in the communications literature by 

Davison (1983), proposes that people have a systematic perceptual bias that 

leads them to believe mass communication has a greater effect on others than 

on themselves. The effect seems to be caused, in part, by the tendency of people 

to believe that they are smarter or less vulnerable than others (Gunther & Storey 

2003). This has also been described in the literature as the ‘optimistic bias’ 

(Brosius & Engel 1996) or ‘superiority bias’ (Henriksen & Flora 1999). One 

outcome of the optimistic bias is that people tend to underestimate media 

effects on themselves and overestimate media effects on others. This has led to 

calls for further restrictions on the media because of, possibly unwarranted, 

concerns about the effects on other people (Gunther 1995). 
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There are two components to the third-person effect (Perloff 1999). The first 

component is perception – people believe others are more affected by mass 

media than they are. The second component is behavioural – peoples’ actions 

are based on this perceived media influence (Gunther & Storey 2003). This 

second component is particularly important because the perceived influence 

could be erroneous and therefore ill founded (Gunther 1991). In the case of 

children and food promotion, if children believe other children are more 

influenced by advertisements for fast food than they actually are, they may feel 

unnecessary pressure to be seen to have these foods. Equally, if parents believe 

their children are more influenced by advertisements than they actually are, 

they could have an unfounded desire to purchase these foods for their children 

to enhance their happiness or to reduce whining and nagging. There is some 

evidence to suggest this does occur. A study by Baiocco (2009) found that 

parents significantly overestimated their children’s enjoyment of promotion 

and underestimated their children’s awareness of persuasive intent, which 

could result in them purchasing advertised foods because they perceive their 

children will want them, when this is not necessarily the case. 

Third-person effect research has primarily focused on communication of 

behaviours and products perceived as socially undesirable. These include 

studies on the effects of violent media (Hoffner & Buchanan 2002; Hoffner et al. 

1999; Hoffner et al. 2001), pornography (Lee & Tamborini 2005), adolescent sex 

(Chia 2006), and smoking (Paek & Gunther 2007).  

Importantly for the current study, the third-person effect has been shown to 

occur for advertisements as well as other types of media content (Gunther & 

Thorson 1992). A study by Henriksen and Flora (1999) showed that the third-

person effect also works with children and advertisements. In their two studies 

of pro- and anti-smoking advertisements, the children believed that other 

children were more influenced by smoking advertisements than they 

themselves were. The authors reported that the third-person effect was 
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strongest in the 11-12 year olds and weakest in the 9-10 year olds, although the 

effect was still substantial. As Henriksen and Flora tested only the first 

component of the third-person effect – the perception of media effects resulting 

in confirmation of self-other differences – this provides no evidence of whether 

children are more likely to smoke because they believe their peers are affected 

by cigarette advertisements. There is evidence provided on this point in 

Gunther at al.’s (2006) study of adolescent smoking adoption. 

A recent study from the Institute for Social Marketing in the UK provides 

compelling evidence of the presence and importance of indirect advertising 

effects in relation to tobacco advertising (Brown & Moodie 2009). The authors 

compared data collected before and after a ban on tobacco advertising in the 

UK, and were able to show that perceived prevalence and perceived popularity 

of smoking were reduced with the removal of the advertising. 

The Influence of Presumed Influence Model 

The Influence of Presumed Influence Model (IPI) was introduced by Gunther 

and Storey (2003) as an extension of third-person effect theory. Unlike the 

earlier work on the third-person effect, Gunther and Storey exclude what they 

call ‘the negative-influence corollary’ (p. 200). In other words, the IPI is not 

restricted to products that are perceived as undesirable. Nor do self-other 

differences necessarily occur. This broadens this stream of research to include 

commercial communications for products such as food – although HFSS foods 

can be perceived as undesirable, this is not necessarily the case. This theoretical 

development recognises that children may respond to food promotion because 

they believe it influences their friends, but they do not necessarily deny its 

influence on their own behaviour. Similarly, parents may respond to child-

targeted food promotion because they believe it influences their children, 

without necessarily denying its influence on their own behaviour. In one study 

of the IPI in relation to commercial content, Gunther et al. (2006) found that 
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adolescents’ perceived smoking prevalence amongst peers was consistently 

related to their perceptions of peers’ exposure to tobacco advertising. As 

perceived norms relating to behaviour are strongly associated with one’s own 

attitudes and behaviours (Ajzen & Fishbein 1973; Burnkrant & Cousineau 1975), 

this suggests that a substantial portion of the effects of tobacco advertising are 

indirect. 

Chia’s (2006) work provides empirical support and evidence for the IPI. She 

suggests that the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein 1973; Ajzen & 

Fishbein 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen 1975) provides theoretical support for the 

hypothesis. The theory of reasoned action argues that attitudes towards a 

behaviour (in this case the purchase of a promoted food) combined with 

perceived subjective norms towards the behaviour (in this case whether the 

child or parent believes the child’s peers are exposed to and persuaded by food 

promotion) can predict intention to perform the behaviour. Recent work from 

the Institute for Social Marketing (Brown & Moodie 2009) also found that the 

TRA can help to account for the mediated effects of tobacco promotion. The 

theory of reasoned action has also been used to explain the Third Person Effect 

(Golan & Banning 2008). 

Chia’s (2006) study tested the IPI in the context of media portrayal of sex and 

adolescent sexual activity. She found that it is the interaction between perceived 

media influence and pressure to conform to peer norms that makes adolescents 

alter their behaviour in favour of sexual activity. In a test of the IPI in the 

context of advertising and materialism of young adults, Jianga and Chia (2009) 

noted that effects of advertising and effects of peer norms did not operate 

independently of each other. This lead the authors to suggest that future 

research on advertising effects must examine the social context of advertising 

exposure, an aspect that was prioritised in the current study.  
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The IPI can be applied to the influence of promotion on children’s diets. If 

children and adolescents perceive that promotion influences their peers, then 

their desire to conform could increase the effects of promotion on them, 

possibly resulting in the excessive consumption of sub-optimal foods.  

Indirect Effects and Children’s Diets 

In order to fully understand the effects of promotional messages on children, it 

is essential to consider the social contexts that also influence children’s 

consumption and understand how these interact with promotion (Ritson & 

Elliott 1999; Levy 1994). The main mediating variables that have been identified 

in relation to children’s diets are parents and peer groups (Kunkel 2005; 

Livingstone & Helsper 2004). It is widely accepted that these groups are 

primary influences on children’s food choices and there is a reasonable body of 

literature to draw on. Parents and peers are each discussed below in terms of 

what is already known about the roles they play in children’s food 

consumption. 

Parents 

There is a wide range of studies on topics such as consumer socialisation, media 

literacy and family decision making which suggest that parents play critical 

roles in moderating and mediating promotion effects. In spite of this, it has been 

noted that parents have been overlooked in most of the research on advertising 

to children (Jones & Fabrianesi 2007). 

Parental Moderation of Promotion Effects 

Parental moderation of promotion effects seems to occur through its influence 

on children’s consumer socialisation and food-related attitudes and behaviours. 

Each of these influences is discussed below. 
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Parents are strong role models of consumer norms for their children (Moschis, 

Moore & Smith 1984). They moderate promotion effects through their influence 

on their children’s developing knowledge, skills and values in relation to 

advertising and consumption (examples of these can be found in studies such 

as Dens, Pelsmacker & Eagle 2007; Robertson 1979; Wiman 1983). 

Parents have also been shown to strongly influence children’s diets (Agras et al. 

2004; Golan & Crow 2004a; Golan & Crow 2004b; Savage, Fisher & Birch 2007). 

Parents affect children’s eating patterns (Clark et al. 2007; Fisher & Birch 1995; 

Golan & Crow 2004a; Lindsay et al. 2006), and the foods that children will 

accept and consume (Fisher et al. 2002; Gribble et al. 2003). 

Parental Mediation of Promotion Effects 

There are numerous ways in which parents mediate promotion. Firstly, parents 

have some degree of control over their children’s exposure to promotion 

(Livingstone 2005; Lull 1980b). Studies have shown that some mothers actively 

attempt to control both the quality and quantity of food promotion to which 

their children are exposed (Austin et al. 1999; Pettigrew & Roberts 2007).  

Secondly, there is some empirical evidence that parents can mediate their 

child’s interpretation and evaluation of individual promotions (Galst 1980; 

Pettigrew & Roberts 2008; Ward & Wackman 1971). John (1999) identified this 

as an important area for further research in her seminal discussion of consumer 

socialisation. It seems that such child-parent discussions can change children’s 

attitudes and behaviours to promoted products (Galst 1980; Ward & Wackman 

1971). In an early study with adolescents, Ward and Wackman (1971) found 

that parental discussion of advertisements with their children mediated the 

effects of advertising on their purchase decisions: 

These results suggest that simple exposure to advertising is not a 

sufficient condition for buying behavior. Rather, other variables 

involving the processing of information about consumption 

intervene between exposure to the commercial and purchase. 



32 

Communication about consumption with parents seems to be a 

particularly important variable intervening between exposure to 

commercials and actual purchase, especially among older 

adolescents. This finding indicates clearly that consumption behavior 

is a social process, involving overt communications with others, not 

simply an individual psychological process triggered by exposure to 

advertising (p. 423). 

Galst (1980) found that positive adult comments during exposure to a campaign 

for healthy eating increased the likelihood that healthy food would be chosen, 

and Pettigrew and Roberts (2007) found that some mothers regularly 

deconstruct food promotion and point out the persuasive ‘tricks’ to their 

children. Whilst it is clear that child-parent interactions do occur, and clear that 

they can have some influence, the prevalence of these interactions is unclear. 

Other researchers have found that most co-viewing of television programs and 

advertisements among parents and children does not include discussion of 

material being viewed (Austin et al. 1999; Austin, Roberts & Nass 1990; Corder-

Bolz 1980). When parents engage in non-critical co-viewing with their children, 

they provide the children with implicit acceptance of the messages (Austin et al. 

1999). It thus appears that the role of parents in refuting or endorsing 

promotional messages may be critical to the extent of advertising effects. 

Thirdly, parents mediate food promotions where they control the foods that are 

ultimately purchased for their children (Alderson & Ogden 1999; Baxter & 

Schroder 1997; Cullen et al. 2001; Golan & Crow 2004b). Their role of primary 

food purchaser means that parents can limit their children’s ability to act on 

specific promotions. Although a campaign may exert a strong influence on the 

child’s beliefs, attitudes and purchase intentions, the parent may refuse to let 

them have it. 

As most children’s food is purchased by their parents, it is inevitable that 

children make requests to their parents. Brand (2007) suggests that, “The 

penultimate behaviour that advertisers might wish for children to engage in is 
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requesting that a parent or guardian make purchases of advertised products on 

their behalf” (p. 31). In this sense, most promotion aimed at children relies on 

indirect effects occurring. Researchers have found that children’s food requests 

can be triggered by promotion (Galst & White 1976; Robertson & Rossiter 1976a; 

Robertson & Rossiter 1976b) and McDermott et al.’s (2006) systematic review of 

research on ‘pester power’ concluded there was strong evidence that food 

promotion encourages children to request food from their parents and that 

these requests lead to increased provision of HFSS foods. 

One factor that may be working against the mediation of parents via control 

over the foods that are purchased is that children have an increasing amount of 

discretionary spending (Dotson & Hyatt 2005; Euromonitor International 2009). 

An important gap in the literature relates to the scale of children’s independent 

food purchases (for example, at school canteens or sporting and recreational 

events), and the extent and nature of parental guidelines and control over these 

independent food purchases. 

Whilst this suggests that parents are able to effectively mediate the effects of 

promotion on their children, Livingstone (2004) suggests that their failure to do 

so may be because they are aware of peer pressure on their children and are, 

understandably, reluctant to deny their children the tools to ‘fit in’: 

Even the most responsible parents cannot be expected to endanger 

their children’s ‘social acceptance’ within the peer group, if some 

children gain social status in the playground by possessing certain 

toys, eating certain foods, favouring certain brands, no parent – or so 

it would seem – can be asked not to provide the same for their child 

(p. 28). 

It appears that conformity to peer norms is not only a pressure for children, it is 

a pressure for their parents, as can be seen from comments made by parents of 

primary school children in earlier focus group research conducted by this 

author (Roberts 2005): 
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If we explain to our kids that these toys are a waste of money and 

don’t give them, then they are going to be in that few who are going 

to be different (p. 6). 

The teacher asked me to come in and she said the kids had been 

telling them that their mother had put a special treat in their lunch 

box – and it wasn't there. My daughter had been caught taking them. 

I was horrified – my child is a thief! The teacher said, ‘She probably 

thinks she is missing out, because she said she doesn't ever get any of 

that in her lunchbox’…It was the packet; it was the look of the 

packet…that it wasn't home made. It was being able to unwrap this 

packet and everyone saw that you had the same packets as them  

(p. 5). 

The final dimension of parental mediation to emerge from the literature is 

mediation through the parents’ own exposure to child-targeted food promotion, 

which may amplify the effects of the promotion on the child by influencing 

parental beliefs and behaviours (Hastings et al. 2003; Livingstone & Helsper 

2004). The Hastings review (2003) argued that indirect effects were likely to 

occur by encouraging parents to take their children to fast food restaurants or 

reinforcing the idea that consumption of these foods is normal and desirable, 

thereby changing the foods that are purchased. The OfCom Report (Office of 

Communications 2004) also recognised that there is a likely influence of 

advertising on perceived parental and peer norms, suggesting that advertising 

“may normalise the image of a particular diet” (p. 14). 

A study by Grier et al. (2007) represents one of the first to explicitly examine the 

indirect effects of children’s food promotion on the children’s parents. The 

study sampled 312 parents of children aged 2-12 in eight lower SES 

communities. The study measured children’s BMI and interviewed parents 

with a structured questionnaire about fast food access and exposure to fast food 

promotion. The results show that the parents’ exposure to fast-food promotion 

was associated with favourable social norms about fast food consumption. 

Parental exposure to fast food promotion was also directly associated with 

children’s consumption of fast food. 
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Atkin (1978), provides an early example of how promotion effects may be 

amplified when the parent is exposed to children’s food promotion. Atkin 

found that parents were more likely to agree to purchase requests when they 

saw that a product had a premium. This remains an important finding, as 

premiums have been found to feature in 36% of food advertisements shown 

during children’s programming time (Morton et al. 2005). 

Another issue arising from parents’ exposure to children’s food promotion 

relates to health appeals. When parents select food for their children they are 

influenced by the perceived healthiness of products (Office of Communications 

2004), however, parents often rely on health claims in advertisements rather 

than the nutrition panels on the product labels (Hoang et al. 2004). This may be 

at least partially attributed to the tendency for some parents to remain confused 

by health claims made on products even after reading the nutrition panels 

(Alfieri & Bredbenner-Byrd 2000). 

An important development in the field of indirect effects has been the 

publication of a study by Grier et al. (2007) in the US. This study represents one 

of the first to explicitly examine the indirect effects of children’s food promotion 

on the children’s parents. The study sampled 312 parents of children aged 2-12 

in eight lower SES communities. The study measured children’s BMI and 

interviewed parents with a structured questionnaire about fast food access and 

exposure to fast food promotion. The results show that the parents’ exposure to 

fast-food promotion was associated with favourable social norms about fast 

food consumption. Parental exposure to fast food promotion was also directly 

associated with children’s consumption of fast food. 

To summarise, there is a disparate range of studies that, considered together, 

provide evidence that parents play important roles in moderating and 

mediating promotion effects. There is reasonably strong support for Moschis’ 

(1985) contention that “the family can affect consumer learning indirectly by 
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influencing the youngster’s interaction with other sources of consumer 

influence” (p. 910). 

Peers 

There appear to be three important conclusions about the role of peers in 

moderating and mediating promotion effects. Firstly, peers moderate 

promotion effects through their influence on children’s consumption attitudes 

and behaviours. Secondly, peers moderate promotion effects through their 

influence on children’s diets. Thirdly, peers mediate promotion effects through 

social interaction relating to the promotions and products. These factors suggest 

that peers are a critical link in the path between promotion effects and 

children’s diets. These three factors are discussed below in relation to the 

literature. 

Peer Moderation of Promotion Effects 

Peer groups are recognised to have a strong influence on children’s 

consumption attitudes and behaviours (Auty & Elliott 2001; Bachmann 

Achenreiner, John & Rao 1993; Bearden & Etzel 1982; Childers & Rao 1992; 

Elliott & Leonard 2004). They influence children’s consumption choices at both 

the category level (Bachmann Achenreiner, John & Rao 1993; Bearden & Etzel 

1982; Bearden, Netemeyer & Teel 1989) and brand level (Bearden & Etzel 1982; 

Bearden, Netemeyer & Teel 1989). 

Peer groups are the dominant reference group for conspicuous consumption 

(Bachmann Achenreiner, John & Rao 1993), and children use products as a basis 

for conferring or denying status in peer groups (Elliott & Leonard 2004). 

Promotion has an important role to play in this process. Elliott and Leonard 

(2004) found that almost all of the children in their study (aged 8-12) preferred 

to talk to children wearing branded trainers than to children wearing 

unbranded trainers. Some of the children even suggested they would tease or 
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exclude children who were wearing the ‘wrong’ trainers, or they reported that 

they had witnessed or been victims of this behaviour. 

Peers have been shown to have considerable influence on children’s diets (Birch 

1980; Cullen et al. 2001; Lowe et al. 2004). Boys are particularly likely to select 

similar foods to the people they are eating with (Marquis & Filion 2005). In one 

experiment with preschool children, Birch (1980) was able to change the food 

preferences of children by sitting them at a table with three peers who had 

opposing food preferences. When children who would not eat vegetables were 

seated at lunch with three children who ate vegetables, most of the children 

changed their preferences for and consumption of vegetables within four days. 

Christakis and Fowler (2007) have demonstrated that obesity spreads like a 

virus through social networks. They found that an individual’s risk of obesity 

increased by 171% if a friend became obese. This finding could be partly 

explained by research by Salvy et al. (2007), whose study showed that people 

normally match the type and quantity of foods they eat with those of the people 

with whom they are eating. The authors suggest this occurs partly to create a 

positive impression and partly to enhance social cohesion. 

It is widely accepted that one of the goals of advertising is to communicate the 

social contexts in which products are used and to emphasise the social 

desirability of consuming these products (Rehn, Room & Edwards 2001). 

Stoneman and Brody (1981) assessed the relationship between food promotion 

and peer influence and found that the most significant promotion effects 

occurred when peers modelled food preferences that were the same as the 

products shown to the children in advertising.  

Peer Mediation of Promotion Effects 

Similarly to parents, peers appear to mediate the effects of promotion through 

interaction relating to the promotion. Just as Alperstein (1990) uncovered social 

uses of advertising amongst adults, Ritson and Elliott (1999) found similar 
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social uses amongst children. In an ethnographic study carried out in schools, 

the authors discovered that children regularly discussed and deconstructed 

advertisements. Advertising content was used in the same way by children as 

adults - for enjoyment, conversation and status acquisition. Those children who 

had not seen, or had failed to understand, an advertisement discussed by their 

peers risked being perceived as ‘culturally inept’. 

The pivotal role of social interaction on media effects was also recognised in the 

work of Churchill and Moschis (1979) in their Conceptual Model of the 

Consumer Socialisation Process. These authors found a positive relationship 

between adolescents’ frequency of interaction with peers relating to 

consumption, their motivation to acquire, and materialistic attitudes. A similar 

finding was made by Renaud et al. (2006) and incorporated into their model of 

the pathways of media influence on health norms. 

In summary, the communications literature provides evidence to support the 

presence of indirect communication effects that are mediated by third parties. 

There is also a strong consensus in the literature that parents and peers are the 

key mediators of children’s consumption behaviours, and therefore were an 

important focus of this study. 

Having examined current research on the effects of promotion, a summary is 

provided below of the regulatory environment and debate surrounding 

promotion to children in Australia. The review covers both regulation and self-

regulation. 

REGULATION OF CHILDREN’S FOOD PROMOTION 

Legislation 

Concern about the effects of promotion to children inevitably leads to 

discussion of the benefits and practicalities of further promotion regulations. A 

survey by the World Health Organisation (World Health Organisation 2004) 
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found that 85% of countries and provinces had specific regulations for 

children’s advertising. Almost half of these had restrictions on timing and 

content, and three had a total ban on television advertising (excluding cable 

television) to children: Sweden (since 1991), Norway (since 1992) and the 

Canadian province of Quebec (since 1980). 

Australian legislation appears to be consistent with the majority of countries in 

the review by emphasising statutory regulation as opposed to the self-

regulatory approach adopted by countries such as the US and New Zealand. 

The legislation in Australia takes the form of the Children’s Television 

Standards (Australian Communications & Media Authority 2005), which are a 

subsection of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 and overseen by the 

Australian Communications & Media Authority (ACMA). The CTS legislation 

primarily covers programmes, but includes one provision (CTS 19.6) dealing 

specifically with food advertisements that are aired during periods designated 

for children’s broadcasting. The provision places restrictions on the content of 

advertising targeted at children and includes requirements for premiums (they 

must be incidental to the main product and realistically portrayed) and 

endorsements (they must not be made by a principal personality or character 

from a children’s programme). In addition, advertisements are prohibited from 

encouraging children to pester their parents and are not allowed to suggest that 

products are associated with popularity with peers. 

The Children’s Television Standards have been criticised for being too broad 

and open to interpretation (it is difficult to prove whether an advertisement is 

directed at children or not), and for failing to cover food advertisements shown 

during the most popular viewing time for children, which is 5-9pm and not 

necessarily the time period that broadcasters allocate for their children’s 

programming (Chapman, Nicholas & Supramaniam 2006). Broadcasters are 

allowed to nominate when they will show their quota of 260 hours of children’s 

programs per year, though it must fall within the C band time periods, which 
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are: (a) 7.00am to 8.00am Monday to Friday and (b) 4.00pm to 8.30pm Monday 

to Friday (Australian Communications & Media Authority 2008). In addition, 

broadcasters are required to show 130 hours of preschool children’s (P) material 

each year, but no advertising is allowed during P band time periods, which are 

7.00am to 4.30pm Monday to Friday. 

Another particular concern has been that there has been only limited 

restrictions on the use of celebrities and sportspeople in advertisements 

targeting children (Kelly et al. 2008). There have also been criticisms that the 

complaints system favours advertisers rather than consumers, and that it relies 

on complaints by the community to monitor the effectiveness of the standards 

(Morley et al. 2008). There is some evidence to support these criticisms. For 

example, one study on the effectiveness of the children’s advertising legislation 

found that three quarters of the advertisements that included a premium 

breached the CTS requirement that any mention of the premium must be 

incidental to the main product (Morton et al. 2005). Another study also found 

breaches of the regulations on premium offers, along with breaches of the 

regulations that relate to misleading information and suggestions that the food 

could make the child superior to his/her peers (Chapman, Nicholas & 

Supramaniam 2006). 

Partly in response to these criticisms, and because of the changing digital and 

multi-channel broadcasting environment, the CTS have recently been reviewed. 

The ACMA released a draft in 2008 of proposed changes to the CTS, inviting 

feedback from individuals and organisations. The findings of this review have 

been incorporated into the newly released Children’s Television Standards 2009 

(Australian Communications & Media Authority 2009), which will take effect 
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from January 20109. Apart from an increase in the time designated as C band (it 

will now extend to 8.30am, instead of 8am, on weekday mornings), there are 

two major changes in the new CTS. Firstly, the rules on premiums in 

advertising (CTS 33) have been further clarified: the standard now makes 

specific reference to premiums with food products, reiterating that premiums 

must be incidental to the food product and additionally providing a list of 

factors that will be considered when determining whether the reference to 

premiums is incidental. The second important change is to clarify and 

strengthen the rules on using popular characters and personalities as endorsers 

in children’s advertising (CTS 35). Although the product packaging may be 

shown bearing the image of a popular character, the presence of the character 

(including voiceover) may not otherwise be included in the advertisement. Not-

for-profit advertisements are exempt from this standard, which leaves open the 

possibility of popular characters being used to promote good nutrition to 

children. 

Self-Regulation 

In addition, there is a self-regulatory system in place which is comprised of 

guidelines from the Australian Association of National Advertisers (AANA) 

and the Australian Food and Grocery Council (AFGC). Both sets of guidelines 

are summarised below. The AANA is the industry body representing 

companies and individuals involved in Australia’s advertising, marketing and 

media industries. It also serves the dual, and arguably conflicting, role of 

protecting consumers’ rights in relation to responsible communication. The 

AANA Code for Marketing & Advertising Communications to Children10 is 

 

9
 The new television standards can be found at: 

http://www.acma.gov.au/WEB/STANDARD/pc=PC_91869 

10
 Details of this code can be found at: http://www.aana.com.au/childrens_code.html 
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designed to ensure that advertising to children is carried out in accordance with 

‘prevailing community standards’, and was revised in May 2008 following 

community consultation. The revisions included expanding the definition of 

advertising to incorporate all other forms of marketing communications and 

prohibiting several advertising tactics such as inciting pester power, using 

sexual imagery and blending advertising with editorial content in an attempt to 

mislead. 

An additional level of self-regulation comes from the AFGC in the form of their 

‘Responsible Children's Marketing Initiative’ (Australian Food and Grocery 

Council 2009). The initiative was developed in collaboration with the AANA 

and introduced in January 2009. It covers TV, radio and the Internet, as well as 

licensed cartoon characters. In taking the pledge, companies promise only to 

advertise to children younger than 12 when products and marketing 

communications support healthy diets and lifestyles that are “Consistent with 

established scientific or Australian government standards” (p. 1). 

Although the impact of these codes would appear to be substantial, there are 

significant limitations. As the statement above indicates, the nutritional criteria 

are vague, and it is unclear which ‘established scientific standards’ are being 

referred to. Foods that can be shown to meet these non-specific standards are 

then exempt from many of the restrictions in the code. In addition, the 

application of the code is based on the proportion of children in the total 

programme audience rather than the absolute numbers of children watching, 

which excludes many of the programmes that are most popular with children, 

such as Big Brother, Australian Idol and The Simpsons (Australian Centre for 

Health Promotion 2006; Australian Communications & Media Authority 2008). 

Research from the UK shows that children spend 71% of their viewing time (12 

hours per week) outside designated children’s viewing times (Office of 

Communications 2004), indicating that these standards may be ineffective in 

protecting children during most of their television viewing.  
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The AFGC code is a voluntary pledge that was signed by 16 companies, 

including Coca Cola, Kraft, Nestlé, Mars, and Cadbury; however, it was 

criticised for failing to include quick-service restaurants such as McDonald’s, 

Hungry Jacks, KFC, Chicken Treat and Subway. In June 2009, the AANA 

announced the introduction of the Australian Quick Service Restaurant 

Industry Initiative for Responsible Advertising and Marketing to Children, 

which was implemented in August 2009 (Australian Association of National 

Advertisers 2009). This initiative includes most of the leading quick-service 

restaurants (including McDonald’s, Hungry Jacks, KFC and Chicken Treat) and 

is consistent with the AFGC code. 

Although these latest guidelines specify adherence to recommended levels of 

sugar, salt and fat in advertised foods, it is still argued that this will not 

guarantee that the ‘combo’ meals advertised are healthy foods (Diabetes 

Australia NSW 2009). They also fail to ban the use of premiums and toys, such 

as those included in ‘Happy Meals’ that are endemic in the promotion 

campaigns of quick-service restaurants. This suggests that fast food companies 

will continue to use free toys to promote restaurants that serve predominantly 

HFSS foods. There is also a question of whether it is ever ethical to broadcast 

children’s advertisements that include premiums or toys in view of their 

association with ‘pester power’ and child-parent conflict. McDermott et al. 

(2006) point out that if changes are made to regulations about the types of 

products that can be promoted but not the appeals that can be used, “We will 

face what will for parents be the delightful prospect of their five-year-olds 

throwing tantrums in Tesco because they want Superman broccoli rather than 

Teletubbies carrots” (p. 534). It may help reduce the problem of child obesity, 

but will continue to cause parental stress, particularly to those families on more 

limited budgets. 

In view of the limited effectiveness of the current regulatory and self-regulatory 

systems, there has been intense demand for further regulation of promotion to 
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children in Australia (Public Health Association Australia 2008; Royal 

Australian College of Physicians 2004). The desire for further regulation 

appears to be supported by Australian parents. Kelly et al. (2009) found that 

91% of parents do not think industry self-regulation is sufficient to protect 

children from food marketing, and Morley et al. (2008) found that 93% of 

parents were in favour of further regulation of unhealthy food advertising to 

children. 

A result of the lobbying by the medical and wider community was the 

aforementioned Senate enquiry on advertising to children in 2008. The enquiry 

concluded that further regulations would place a heavy financial burden on 

broadcasters and there was insufficient consensus on the impact of food and 

beverage advertising on obesity to justify further regulations (Senate Standing 

Committee on Community Affairs 2008). 

It has been argued that advertising bans have failed in Sweden, Norway and 

Quebec as child obesity rates appear to have escalated in these countries at 

levels comparable to the rest of the world (Ashton 2004). However, others have 

argued that measurement of the impact of bans has been confounded by cross-

channel effects such as continuing exposure to advertisements on cable TV and 

access to channels being broadcast from neighbouring countries (Australian 

Communications & Media Authority 2007; Consumers International 1999). This 

argument is lent support by findings from Saffer and Chaloupka (2000), who 

discovered that a comprehensive set of tobacco advertising bans was successful 

in reducing consumption, but a limited set of advertising bans (covering TV 

and not print, for example) had little or no effect. In addition, a study by 

Goldberg (1990) provided evidence that cross-border effects do occur. The 

children in Quebec who were still exposed to food advertising from 

neighbouring regions had more advertised cereals in their home than children 

who were unable to receive advertisements from the neighbouring region. 
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Overall, the effectiveness of banning promotion as a measure to control obesity 

remains unclear. Recent government inquiries into children’s advertising in the 

UK and Australia both noted the lack of research and data available on the 

effectiveness of advertising bans in relation to obesity (Office of 

Communications 2004; Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs 

2008). The World Health Organisation has also called for better monitoring and 

evaluation on the effectiveness of advertising regulations (2008b). It is possible 

that research on the full effects of promotion will help to channel resources 

toward this type of monitoring and evaluation. 

There is evidence from the literature on alcohol and smoking that advertising 

bans are moderately effective at reducing consumption. Saffer’s (2000) review 

of 22 countries revealed that an advertising ban can reduce consumption, but 

only if the ban covers all forms of promotion (otherwise advertising budgets are 

simply reallocated to alternative promotions such as billboards, sponsorships, 

and point of sale). Similarly, studies of alcohol advertising bans across countries 

have shown that a reduction in advertising can lead to a modest reduction in 

alcohol consumption and binge drinking (Saffer 1991; Saffer & Dave 2006). 

SUMMARY 

It has been demonstrated that food promotion, particularly advertising, has 

contributed to children’s sub-optimal diets. However, the Australian 

Government has continued to argue that further research is needed before 

policy decisions can be made (Senate Standing Committee on Community 

Affairs 2008). 

The Hastings reviews (2003; 2006) of the research on food promotion found that 

almost all of the extant research has been limited to the direct effects of 

advertising. Although direct effects are somewhat more tangible, they have 

proved difficult to demonstrate unequivocally. There have been calls for 

research on indirect effects of advertising from leading researchers; however 
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there are very few examples of research on indirect advertising effects. There 

has also been almost no discussion of indirect effects in the child obesity debate. 

It seems likely that family groups and peer groups mediate the effects of 

promotion. They are two of the strongest influences on children’s diets, and 

promotion appears to influence them. These direct effects on parents and peer 

groups are likely to translate into indirect effects on children by influencing 

children’s attitudes and behaviours in relation to food. In view of the current 

child obesity crisis, the nature of these influences and how they mediate the 

effects of food promotion require urgent investigation. 

There is a small, but robust, body of literature to draw on from the 

communications and media studies literature. The third-party effects theory 

and the Influence of Perceived Influence Model provide frameworks on which 

to build an understanding of the indirect effects of promotion on children’s 

diets. These studies suggest that indirect effects could eventually prove to be 

more influential than the direct effects that researchers have long sought to 

explicate, with limited success.  

In the following chapter, details are provided of the sampled population and 

the methodology used for data collection, processing and analysis. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

OVERVIEW 

This study aimed to identify the indirect effects of promotion and to explain 

how these effects occur. Initially a substantive theory of children’s food 

consumption was generated, followed by the development of a model of direct 

and indirect effects of promotion. The methods used to achieve these outcomes 

were grounded theory, ethnographic interviews and observations. 

In addition, as the study involved children it was necessary to utilise data 

collection techniques that have been demonstrated to be effective with children. 

The search for child-centric methods led to the integration of projective 

techniques (PTs) that were tailored to children’s cognitive and developmental 

abilities. 

A summary of the both the research sample and the research procedures are 

provided immediately below. These are included here to give the reader an 

overview of the methodology, before discussion of the individual components. 

Overview of the Sample 

The research took place in three primary schools in Western Australia. The 

sample included 124 children and 39 parents. Table 3.1 provides a summary of 

the children in the sample, and Table 3.2 provides a summary of the parents in 

the sample. A justification of this sample is provided later in this chapter. 
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Table 3.1 Sample characteristics of children in the study 

Category Description Quantity 

Lower socio-economic school 43 

Middle socio-economic school 48 

Socio-economic status 

Higher socio-economic school 33 

Girls 74 Gender distribution 

Boys 50 

Ages of children 6 17 

 7 27 

 8 17 

 9 18 

 10 13 

 11 22 

 12 10 

Dual parent families 89 Family structure 

Single parent families 35 

Primary carer at home 41 

Primary carer working part-time 42 

Primary-carer’s employment 
status 

Primary carer working full-time 42 

No siblings 36 

Older siblings only 41 

Younger siblings only 40 

Siblings 

Both older and younger siblings 7 

Australia & New Zealand 79 

Asia 14 

Mediterranean 4 

Ethnic background of parents 

Northern Europe (including UK) 27 

Lower socio-economic school 285* 

Middle socio-economic school 252* 

Possible number of children in 
each school during playground 
observations 

Higher socio-economic school 230* 

* These are the numbers of children enrolled at each school. It is probable that some children 
were absent during each observation, so the actual figures are likely to be slightly lower. 
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Table 3.2 Sample characteristics of parents in the study 

Category Description Quantity 

Lower socio-economic school 14 

Middle socio-economic school 12 

Socio-economic status 

Higher socio-economic school 13 

Women 36 Gender distribution 

Men 3 

Dual parent families 27 Family structure 

Single parent families 12 

Working full time  9 

Working part time 13 

Employment status 

Parenting full time 17 

5 and under 19 

6 12 

7 9 

8 8 

9 9 

10 11 

11 8 

Ages of children* 

12 and over 11 

Australian 26 

Asian 5 

Mediterranean 4 

Ethnic background 

Northern European (including UK) 4 

* This figure includes their offspring who were not part of the sample. Reasons for this could be 

that the children were younger than 5 or older than 12, or were absent at the time of data 

collection, or had moved to another school (a common occurrence for older children in the 

HSES school, as children in these communities often transfer to private schools between Years 

5-8). Some of the siblings may also have told their parents that they did not wish to participate 

(a common occurrence with boys in all the schools, as discussed in the limitations section of this 

chapter). 

Overview of the Procedures for Children 

As stated above, the research techniques with children were modified according 

to their age and developmental stage as defined by John (1999). Figure 3.1 

below provides a summary of the different techniques that were used with 
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children of different ages. Table 3.3 indicates how many children participated in 

each interview format, and Table 3.4 indicates the number of children who 

participated in each technique at the three sampled schools. Note that every 

child participated in at least one projective technique in addition to being 

interviewed. 

Figure 3.1 Research Procedures by Age and Developmental Stage 

Age 6-7 
Perceptual Stage 

(n=44)* 
 

Age 7-11 
Analytical Stage 

(n=97)* 
 

Age 11-12 
Reflective Stage 

(n=32)* 

 
   

 
 

 
 

Lunchbox Audit  Drawing PT (age 9+)  Drawing PT 

 
   

 
 

 
 

Interview using lunchbox as 
an autodriving tool 

 Collage PT  Collage PT 

   
 

 
 

` 

  
Interview using drawing and 
collage as autodriving tools 

 
Interview using drawing and 
collage as autodriving tools 

* Note that there is an overlap between the ages in each stage. This overlap means that the 
number of children in the sample was lower than the total of these columns. 

Table 3.3 Number of children interviewed in different group sizes 

Interview format Qty 

Children interviewed individually 26 

Children interviewed in pairs 42 

Children interviewed in groups of 3 48 

Children interviewed in groups of 4 8 

TOTAL 124 
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Table 3.4 Research techniques for children within each school 

 
Lunchbox 

Audit 
(n) 

Collage 
PT 
(n) 

Drawing 
PT 
(n) 

Playground 
observations 

(episodes) 

Interviews 
(n) 

Subtotal 

Lower SES 14 27 16 6 43 106 

Middle SES 11 37 17 6 48 65 

Higher SES 5 30 12 6 33 46 

TOTAL 30 94 45 18 124 168 

 

Overview of the Procedures for Parents 

As the data collection methods with parents did not need to be modified to 

cope with developmental differences, the sole data collection method used was 

interviews. Table 3.5 provides a summary of the different interview formats 

used with parents. The justification for the interview format is provided later in 

this chapter. 

Table 3.5 Number of parents interviewed in different group sizes 

Interview format Qty 

Parents interviewed individually 27 

Parents interviewed in pairs 2 

Parents interviewed in groups of 3 6 

Parents interviewed in group of 4 4 

TOTAL 39 

RESEARCH APPROACH 

The Grounded Theory Method 

The central research question of this study was to identify the indirect effects of 

food promotion and to understand their interaction with other influences on 

children’s diets. This topic lends itself to the grounded theory method – an 

approach that seeks to reveal the key issues (described as constructs) for people 

experiencing a particular social phenomenon (Corbin & Strauss 2008; Glaser 

1992; Glaser & Strauss 1967). Grounded theory is especially suited to 
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consumption that has a symbolic and/or interactive dimension, as a central 

emphasis of the method is the explication of the socially constructed nature of 

reality (Goulding 1998). The output of the grounded theory is a substantive 

theory that explores the lived experiences and concerns of the participants at 

one point in time (Curasi, Price & Arnould 2004; Thompson, Locander & Pollio 

1989; Wallendorf & Arnould 1991). 

The main tenet of grounded theory is to allow the theory to emerge from the 

data, rather than trying to explain the data with existing theories (Corbin & 

Strauss 2008; Glaser & Strauss 1967). This allows the researcher to bring a fresh 

perspective to a problematic area and build theory from the ground up, free 

from preconceived ideas (Locke 1996). 

The principles of grounded theory, as laid out by Glaser and Strauss (1967), 

include beginning the research without previously established themes, 

hypotheses, or propositions, to prevent prior assumptions from contaminating 

the data. However, Strauss and Corbin (1990) moved away from this position in 

favour of one that recognises prior knowledge and uses pre-specified 

conceptual guides for analysis. In his response to Strauss and Corbin, Glaser 

(1992) reasserted the need to avoid all exposure to existing literature, in order to 

ensure a fresh approach and avoid contamination from existing theories. Glaser 

believed this path was essential for truly emergent theory, whereas the path 

recommended by Corbin and Strauss, he believed, would lead to forced theory. 

Corbin and Strauss (2008) have also reasserted their position, arguing that prior 

exposure to the literature was unavoidable, as would have been the case for the 

present researcher who had previously researched in this substantive area. 

Fischer and Otnes (2007) go further than Corbin and Strauss and argue that 

avoidance of prior literature is not only unrealistic, it is also unacceptable for 

the majority of journal editors: “For those who seek to publish research today, 

adhering strictly to this approach is simply impracticable; prior research cannot 

be ignored. It must shape research questions” (p. 21). The present study took 
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the middle ground between these two positions: an initial literature review was 

carried out to identify a gap in the literature on food promotion and child 

obesity, and an extensive literature review was delayed until the data analysis 

phase. This allowed the researcher to observe the behaviours with few 

preconceived ideas, and then later draw on multiple theories from psychology, 

sociology, communications and consumer behaviour to compare with the 

emergent interpretation, rather than trying to make the data fit a predetermined 

theory. 

The grounded theory approach provides a formal method for theory 

development. The approach includes procedures such as theoretical sampling, 

constant comparison, coding, and theoretical sensitivity, to provide a structured 

approach to building theory. Each of these important components is discussed 

below in relation to their application in this study. 

Theoretical Sampling 

Theoretical sampling is critical to grounded theory, just as representative 

sampling is with other methodological approaches. Theoretical sampling is an 

emergent approach to recruitment, with informants added during data 

collection on the basis of their ability to provide further insights and new 

perspectives on the topic (Glaser & Strauss 1967). It was difficult to incorporate 

theoretical sampling in the present study because of the reliance on school 

children as the primary research population. The ethical regulations designed to 

protect children remove the spontaneity that may be possible in other settings. 

The children who may be approached and the time and circumstances under 

which they may be approached are tightly controlled in primary schools. It 

would also have been difficult to sample an additional school during data 

collection. Most schools required permission to be obtained through the 
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Western Australian Department of Education and Training11, a process that can 

take months. 

Despite these constraints, some theoretical sampling was achieved in this study. 

For example, in the higher socio-economic school, a couple of the older children 

mentioned that their class was studying advertising that term – one said their 

teacher had shown them advertisements featuring ’The Marlborough Man’, 

whilst another said they had designed posters that were ‘anti- advertising’. The 

children in this class were considered to be ‘theoretically valuable’ to this study 

as they were likely to have perspectives on food promotion that were different 

from those held by many of the other children. The class teacher agreed to 

remind the class about the opportunity to participate in the research and 

encouraged them to return their permission slips. This resulted in a couple of 

extra children from this class. 

Other examples of theoretical sampling included discussions with teaching staff 

on playground duty during observations. This had not been part of the initial 

data collection plan; however, the duty teachers sometimes approached the 

researcher to enquire about the progress of the research and to share anecdotes. 

These teachers provided a different perspective and new insights were derived 

from their observations of eating behaviours in the playground (examples of 

this are reported in the Findings Chapter). 

There was also some theoretical sampling in the parent sample. Recruitment 

had initially been carried out through a letter sent home to all families in the 

school. In addition to the parents who returned the form, some additional 

parents were recruited during data collection because it was thought they 

might provide important insights for the emerging theory and concepts. For 
 

11
 This is now a requirement for research in all government schools; it was being phased in at 

the time of recruitment for this study. 
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example, during an interview one of the parents in the higher socio-economic 

school recommended that the researcher talk to a couple of particular mothers 

who had not returned consent forms – one who had children with special 

dietary needs and one who was concerned about additives. This parent asked 

the other parents if they would like to consent and, with their agreement, 

passed on their contact details to the researcher. These additional interviews 

resulted in valuable insights about exceptions to and boundaries of the 

emerging theory. 

In addition, there was an example of theoretical sampling in the lower socio-

economic school. One of the children who had emigrated from England talked 

about the differences between food and food promotion in the UK and 

Australia, and about her experiences of using foods to try to fit in at her new 

school, assisted by her mother. When the researcher discovered that her mother 

ran the uniform shop, she was able to visit the mother who was delighted to be 

interviewed – she locked the door of the uniform shop and talked for an hour. 

This raises the question as to why these parents, who had so many ideas to 

share on this topic, did not initially volunteer when the consent form was sent 

home. It may be simply that their children did not pass on the consent forms, 

although some of them retuned the form with consent for their children, but not 

themselves. This may have been caused by misreading the form and not 

realising that the children and parents had separate boxes for participation. It is 

also possible that some parents felt reluctant to discuss their children’s diets 

with a stranger who appeared to have an interest in healthy eating. Feeding 

children can be a cause of conflict and stress in family life (Roberts 2005), which 

could explain why parents who had strong ideas about the topic were reluctant 

to be questioned. These additional interviews resulted in many important 

insights, suggesting that theoretical sampling is a valuable technique for any 

study that involves sensitive research topics. Continuing recruitment during 

data collection allows time for positive word of mouth to be generated – 
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members of the community will hopefully mention that their participation was 

a positive experience to other potential recruits. The researcher can also ask 

interviewees to recommend the research to other potential participants, 

encouraging them to return their consent forms, as was the case in this study. 

Coding and Constant Comparison 

Another critical stage of the grounded theory method is coding – extracting 

concepts from the data and developing them into the properties and 

dimensions of the theory. The interview transcripts and observation notes were 

imported into QSR NVivo 8 software for coding and to assist with the data 

analysis. 

The data analysis stage included exhaustive textual analysis to generate 

conceptual constructs from the transcripts. Analysis of the data began with 

micro-coding – coding line-by-line to break open the text and identify concepts 

(Corbin & Strauss 2008), a method that has been recommended for the 

grounded approach (Bazeley 2007). 

Constant comparison was made between and within sources, and between and 

within observations and interviews. The constant comparison method also 

involves comparing emerging interpretations with new data (Glaser & Strauss 

1967) to allow the researcher to adjust the emerging theory to maximise fit with 

the data (Fischer & Otnes 2007); this also occurred in the present study. 

QSR NVivo 8 software helped to identify clusters of people who did not exhibit 

attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours similar to others. Understanding these 

clusters, and why they existed, helped to identify the factors that modified the 

dominant behaviours; these are discussed in the Findings Chapter in the section 

titled Modifiers. 



57 

Theoretical Sensitivity 

Theoretical sensitivity is the researcher’s ability to generate concepts from the 

data and develop them into theory by combining their familiarity with the data 

and their knowledge of extant literature and theories, along with their personal 

and professional experiences (Glaser & Strauss 1967). In the present study, the 

researcher read widely from disciplines such as psychology, sociology and 

child development, whilst also teaching the core marketing unit on an MBA 

program. This allowed her to draw on many theories and concepts during 

analysis, without attempting to fit the data to any preconceived framework. 

Corbin and Strauss (2008) recommend that early data be used to guide 

collection of data from other sources. In the present study, data analysis 

commenced as soon as the first data were collected, thereby increasing 

sensitivity to the emerging themes. This theoretical sensitivity provided the 

opportunity for modification of probes and follow-up questions in subsequent 

interviews; for example, this is how the issue of sibling influence came to the 

attention of the researcher and then was explored more intensively in 

subsequent interviews. 

Ethnographic Techniques 

The ethnographic approach involves the observation and analysis of behaviour 

in its natural environment (Arnould & Wallendorf 1994; Belk, Sherry & 

Wallendorf 1988; Schouten & McAlexander 1995). This allows researchers to 

move beyond the limitations of what people say to explicate the lived 

experience of consumers (Elliott & Jankel-Elliott 2003) and the shared system of 

meanings (Goulding 2005). 

Observations were carried out for two reasons: firstly, to contribute to 

triangulation, thus increasing the reliability of the findings, and secondly, to 

provide what Boote and Mathews (1999) describe as “direct access to social 
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interaction” (p.17). The latter provides contextual insights into children’s 

experiences of food consumption in a social context with their peers. Without 

observations of the participants interacting with their environment, Medinnus 

(1976) argues that there is a risk of “losing some of the richness and complexity 

of the child’s world and greater danger of missing some of the important 

aspects of this world” (p. 17). 

The ethnographic approach is often combined with grounded theory, as 

ethnographic techniques provide the thick description that is required for 

grounded theory analysis (Pettigrew 2000). The most common ethnographic 

techniques are participatory observation and interviews (Arnould & Wallendorf 

1994; Belk, Sherry & Wallendorf 1988; Goulding 2005). While it was possible to 

engage the children in in-situ interviews, participant-observation in its true 

form was not feasible. The researcher’s access to and interaction with children 

was highly structured and controlled to meet ethical guidelines as stipulated by 

the University of Western Australia and the Western Australian Department of 

Education and Training, and it would have been impossible for the researcher 

to simply ‘hang out’ with children who had returned permission slips. Instead, 

non-participant observations were used in conjunction with interviewing. 

Although participant-interaction would have been more flexible in other 

settings, such as the home, this would have occurred at the expense of social 

interaction with peers during eating. As peer interactions were a main priority 

of this study, it was necessary to collect data in schools, the setting where most 

of this interaction occurs. Ideally, observations would also have occurred in 

family groups. However, it would have been difficult to gain access to homes in 

addition to schools. 

According to Boote and Mathews’ (1999) classification of observational research 

techniques, the approach used in this study was structured, natural, overt and 

non-participatory. The observations occurred during recess and lunch times 
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and the researcher occupied a position at the edge of the children’s eating area. 

The observations were natural in terms of occurring where the behaviour of 

interest normally takes place. According to this classification it was also non-

participatory; however Angrosino and Mays de Perez (2000) use the term 

‘participant as observer’, which more closely describes the method followed in 

this study; the ‘complete observer’ is a term reserved for one who has no 

interaction with the subjects. The researcher was not hiding from the children 

and a degree of interaction was inevitable and accepted. Children occasionally 

came over to chat. For example, one boy wanted to display his ball skills, whilst 

another wanted to show an insect that had landed on his clothes. A girl wanted 

to talk about her new cat, and others came to seek assistance with shoelaces, 

banana skins and food packages that were difficult to open. Angrosino and 

Mays de Perez (2000) argue that this type of role is acceptable for the researcher 

as it allows casual interaction and is particularly suited to observational studies 

in schools. When the children expressed curiosity about what the researcher 

was writing, a vague answer was provided such as, ‘I’m writing about food’. 

This approach followed advice by Cohen et al. (1997), who recommend using 

vague answers to avoid sensitising the children and altering their behaviour, 

without having to deceive them. 

All of the observations took place in the undercover area of the playgrounds. In 

each school, this was where the canteen was located and where the children 

consumed their food at recess and lunch. There were six observations carried 

out in each school during recess and lunch breaks. The scheduling was based 

on convenience, as the observation episodes needed to fit in around interviews 

with parents, who often ran late or rescheduled appointments. However, both 

recess and lunch were covered on more than one occasion in each school, and a 

range of days and seasons was sampled in each school. 

The children were observed as they engaged in food consumption rituals 

including displaying, eating and trading items from the lunchbox and 
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purchasing, displaying, sharing, trading and consuming items from the school 

canteen. General observations were also made of their play activities during 

recess and lunch, as the study aimed to explore the role of food promotion 

within the context of other influences in children’s lives, and it was therefore 

important to observe activities that might complement, enhance or compete 

with food consumption. Notes were taken during and immediately after the 

observations as recommended by Richards (1999). Information was recorded 

about the physical and social environment as well as the behaviours that 

occurred, as recommended by Cohen et al. (1997). 

Although it is ethically important to obtain permission from subjects before 

observing them (Angrosino & Mays de Perez 2000), it was not possible in this 

case. The parents at each school were contacted to obtain consent for their 

children to participate in interviews and projective techniques, and the children 

were asked for their consent at the start of the interview; however, the same 

procedure could not be followed with the observations. In order to obtain 

consent for the observations, the researcher would have needed to obtain 

permission from every parent and child in all three schools, as it would be 

impossible to identify and observe only selected children in the playground. In 

view of this, the University of Western Australia’s Ethics Committee granted 

approval on the condition that (1) the researcher did not approach the children 

with any research questions or procedures during observations, (2) no 

identifying information was recorded, and (3) the school principals provided 

their consent. The observations also occurred in view of the duty supervisors in 

the playground. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

Children 

Most traditional market research techniques – with the exception of 

observational and experimental designs – are almost entirely dependent on the 

verbal skills of consumers (interviews and focus groups) and on reading and 

writing skills (survey research). Given the varied developmental skills of 

children, these traditional techniques have limitations when used with children 

(John 1997; Rook 2008). 

Deborah Roedder John (1997) used her presidential address to the Association 

for Consumer Research to call for the development of more child-centric 

research methods. She urged researchers of children’s consumer behaviour to 

abandon methodologies developed for adults and look to the fields of child and 

developmental psychology for new approaches. 

In response to this, the present study sought to integrate projective techniques 

with the children into the data collection to complement and strengthen the 

data obtained and the resulting interpretation. The following section provides a 

general introduction to projective techniques, followed by an explanation of the 

projective techniques used in this study. Following on from this is a discussion 

of the theories relating to children’s developmental and cognitive abilities that 

were used to guide the selection of projective techniques for children of 

different ages. 

Projective Techniques 

Projective techniques are known for their playfulness, emphasis on pretence, 

and use of engaging materials (Rook 2008). These techniques have a record of 

success with children in consumer behaviour research (Chan 2006; Chaplin & 
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John 2005; Elliott & Leonard 2004; Ells 2001; Gonzalez-Rivera & Bauermeister 

2007; McNeal & Ji 2003; Yuen 2004). 

Projective techniques require participants to project themselves into a relatively 

ambiguous situation, allowing researchers to bypass the barriers that 

consumers frequently erect when asked questions in an interview or survey. 

The value of these techniques lies in their ability to reveal basic values, 

attitudes, and motivations of participants beyond those they can or will express 

via other means (Rook 2008). 

Projective techniques first made their way from psychology to market research 

in the 1950s (Haire 1950; Lysaker 1956; Rogers & Beal 1958; Zober 1955). 

Projective techniques have been shown to be closely associated with purchase 

behaviour; the strongest examples of this emerge from the earlier studies of 

projective techniques in market research. For example, Rogers and Beal’s study 

with farmers (1958) indicated that participants’ adoption of new products was 

influenced by their attitude towards scientists. There was a significant positive 

relationship between the adoption of new products and favourableness of 

attitudes expressed towards the scientists in the stimulus pictures. The value of 

the projective method is indicated here by the fact that an earlier study, using 

direct questioning with the same sample, on the same subject, revealed no 

concerns or negative opinions about scientists. 

Hair (1950) recognised that the importance of PTs for marketing lies in their 

indirect nature, which allows consumers to discuss the ‘value-character’ of 

products with a degree of candour that is unlikely to emerge in an interview or 

questionnaire. It has also been suggested, somewhat controversially, that PTs 

provide access to the subconscious, including insights into impulses and 

conflicts of which participants may not be consciously aware (Rogers & Beal 

1958). This latter aspect was particularly valuable to this study as the focus was 

on whether advertised products are purchased partly through a desire for 
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increased popularity and acceptance, which is a motive that children may be 

unconscious of or embarrassed about articulating. 

Projective techniques have long been criticised for their use in diagnosis and 

treatment in psychology, and these criticisms have extended to their use in 

market research (Yoell & Largen 1974). Critics have argued that the ambiguous 

nature of the stimuli and difficulties with interpreting the responses have 

rendered PTs ‘scientifically illegal’ (Yoell & Largen 1974). However, in their 

review of the scientific basis of projective techniques, Lilienfeld et al. (2000) 

argue that projective techniques are neither inherently unreliable nor invalid 

and they remain amongst the most commonly used tools by clinical 

psychologists. It has been argued that the context is fundamental to decisions 

about reliability (Rook 2008). Rook (2008) proposes that the burden of proof 

does not need to be quite as high when the purpose is market research rather 

than diagnosis and treatment of psychopathology. 

One of the criticisms more relevant to market research is that researchers have 

been vague in their descriptions of the stimuli, procedures and methods of 

analysis employed for projective techniques (Rook 2008). To address this 

criticism, the actual stimuli that were shown to the children have been provided 

in the appendices and details on procedures and analysis are described below. 

A combination of projective techniques is considered most effective as this 

allows for comparisons to be made (Rapaport 1942). Projective techniques have 

been recommended as a means to verify the findings of other research methods 

(Heisley & Levy 1991; Lincoln & Guba 1985), and they were used in this way for 

the present study. During data analysis the researcher was able to triangulate 

the findings of the PT data with the interview data and the observations at 

recess and lunch, increasing the reliability of the findings. Multiple techniques 

also increases the interpretive opportunities across varying types of data (Rook 

2008). 
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The use of multiple projective techniques is also thought to be important as 

children enjoy different activities and can fail to engage if provided with only 

one projective technique (Irwin & Johnson 2005). This was noticeable during the 

data collection stage when many older girls became deeply engaged in the 

drawing activity whilst some boys dispensed with the task quickly. However, 

the level of interest did not appear to have a noticeable effect on the quality of 

information generated; it simply meant that more boys resorted to drawing 

stick men, whereas more girls used coloured pencils to enhance their drawings. 

Discussion of each of the projective techniques included in the study is 

provided below. This includes details of the sample, research instrument, and 

data analysis used for each PT. Note that further details on the sample profile 

and procedures of the PTs were provided in the introduction to this chapter. 

Drawing Projective Technique 

The use of drawing as a projective technique with children has a long history in 

therapy and clinical diagnosis; however, market research has only recently 

started to utilise this technique with children. The technique has so far been 

included in studies of children’s materialism (Chan 2006), children’s views of 

advertising experiences (Bartholomew & O' Donohoe 2003), children’s recall of 

product packaging details (McNeal & Ji 2003), the symbolic meanings of brands 

in the context of sport footwear (Elliott & Leonard 2004) and children’s beliefs 

about participation in leisure activities (Yuen 2004). 

The purpose of the drawing activity in this study was to explore the different 

food brands and categories that the children believed would be consumed by 

popular and lonely children. The children were simply asked to draw one 

picture of a popular child at recess, and one picture of a lonely child at recess. 

The main point of interest was the inclusion of specific brands, as brands are 

dependant on promotion and this would indicate an indirect effect of 

promotion on children’s food attitudes and behaviours. 
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The drawing PT also enabled children who were less vocal, dominating or 

articulate to communicate as effectively as the other children in the group, as 

the activity was completed individually before the interview discussion. The 

drawing technique was carried out before the interview to help capture the 

children’s genuine beliefs and attitudes about the role of promoted foods in 

children’s social groups, as opposed to beliefs and attitudes that could develop 

during the group discussion afterwards. It was also then used as an autodriving 

tool, providing discussion prompts for the group interview. The only 

information that the children had been given about the research topic at this 

stage was that the researcher wanted to find out what foods children like. 

The children were told not to worry about the neatness or quality of drawings 

and were told they could draw stick men or use labels or write words if they 

wanted to. Unlike the ‘draw a person’ (DAP) techniques that are used in 

psychiatry and counselling, the drawings were not analysed to reach 

conclusions about individual participants. Rather, they were used to provide 

insights about the influence of food promotion in children’s social groups. 

The children were also encouraged to use up the whole page to include as 

much detail as possible. The researcher told the children they could use labels, 

speech bubbles and thought bubbles to communicate details, thoughts, and 

feelings. The children were not specifically told to include food or drink, 

although they were told that it was recess. Most of the children did include food 

or drink in their pictures (the exceptions were three drawings of lonely girls, 

one drawing of a lonely boy, and three drawings of a popular boy). The 

drawings were collected for content analysis after being used as autodriving 

tools (see details below) during the interview. 

Sample for Drawing PT 

The Drawing PT was completed by 45 children. This is a smaller sample size 

than the Collage PT (n=94) for two reasons. Firstly, it was attempted only with 
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children who were at least nine years of age as the drawings needed to have 

sufficient detail and clarity for content analysis. Secondly, sufficient time was 

not always available for the drawing PT – it required an hour for the children to 

complete two drawings, discuss them and participate in the group discussion. 

In these cases, the children just completed the collage PT with the interview. A 

description of the sub sample of children who participated in the drawing PT is 

provided in Table 3.6. 

Table 3.6 Sample for Drawing PT 

Category Description Quantity 

Gender distribution Girls 26 

 Boys 19 

Socio-economic status Lower socio-economic school 16 

 Middle socio-economic school 17 

 Higher socio-economic school 12 

Age 9 10 

 10 10 

 11 18 

 12 7 

Total  45 

In view of the small sample size, caution must be exercised in reaching any 

generalised conclusions based on data from the Drawing PT. However, these 

data are supportive of those generated via the other projective techniques, 

interviews and observations. They are only one of several sources of data used 

to generate the grounded theory, and they served to triangulate the other data 

sources and provide additional insights. 

Research Instrument and Procedure 

The Drawing PT required only blank sheets of paper and coloured pencils. The 

instructions given to the children can be found in Appendix A. The children 

were seated apart from each other to prevent copying, although children 

occasionally strained across to look at each other’s work. This was rare, and in 

most cases, the other child protested and they sat back down. 
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Analysis of Drawing PT 

The drawings were content analysed to provide summary statistics of the foods 

and beverages that were included in the drawings. Descriptive statistics were 

recorded in relation to the number of specific brands and generic products such 

as doughnuts, fruit, sandwiches, and chocolate. 

Collage Projective Technique 

Collage construction techniques also have a long history in consumer research. 

They have been carried out with children in combination with group 

discussions by Hogg et al.(1999) to explore children’s perceptions of branded 

clothing. They have also been used with children to uncover the development 

of stereotypes about people who wear glasses (Terry & Stockton 1993). Art and 

craft projective exercises were also used successfully by Bartholomew and 

O’Donohoe (2003) in their exploration of children’s experiences of promotion, 

and by Irwin and Johnson (2005) in their investigation into children and health. 

In all these studies, the researchers found the technique successful at engaging 

the children and prompting discussion. 

Pictures can help children to overcome memory problems (John & Cole 1986). 

This was demonstrated in experiments by Zaltman and Coulter (1995), who 

suggest that images are able to assist memory recovery because thoughts are 

image based. In addition, Rook (2008, p.147) suggests that collage techniques 

may induce ‘state and context elements’ which assist with recall for both 

children and adults. 

The purpose of the collage projective technique was to identify the influence of 

food promotion on children’s social groups. It also enabled children who were 

less vocal, dominating or articulate to communicate as effectively as the other 

children in the group, as the activity was completed individually before the 

interview discussion. 
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Sample for Collage PT 

As can be seen in Figure 3.1, the Collage PT was completed with children older 

than nine (n=97). This was considered necessary because of the developmental 

limitations inherent in younger children’s (these are explained in the 

forthcoming section titled ‘Developmental Modification of Research 

Techniques’). The actual sample size of the Collage PT was 94, as three of the 

children older than nine spent too long on their drawings and this left 

insufficient time for the collages. A description of this sample is provided in 

Table 3.7 

Table 3.7 Sample for Collage PT 

Category Description Quantity 

Gender distribution Girls 56 

 Boys 38 

Socio-economic status Lower socio-economic school 27 

 Middle socio-economic school 37 

 Higher socio-economic school 30 

Age 7 14 

 8 19 

 9 18 

 10 12 

 11 23 

 12 8 

Total 94 

Research Instrument and Procedure 

In this activity, each child was given two worksheets containing gender 

appropriate pictures – the girls were given pictures of girls (see Appendix B) 

and the boys were given pictures of boys (See Appendix C). One of each gender 

was alone – intended to portray a lonely child, and one of each gender was in 

the centre of a crowd – intended to portray a popular child. This would indicate 

whether popular children were perceived to be more likely to have promoted 

foods than children who were not perceived to be popular. 
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A range of images had been trialled in a series of pilot tests (these are discussed 

in Appendix H). The images that were chosen were found to be unambiguous – 

all 15 children involved in the pilot testing described the children in these 

photographs as lonely or popular respectively. In order to ensure that the 

children in the sample shared this interpretation of the pictures, immediately 

after the instructions had been read out and before they commenced the 

activity, the children were asked what they thought of the two children in the 

pictures. The intention was to make a record of any children who did not make 

the appropriate assumptions and exclude their data from the analysis. 

However, this proved to be unnecessary as all children recognised the scenario 

and emotions depicted in the worksheets. 

Each child was also given a sandwich bag containing a set of food pictures. The 

children were asked to spread out the pictures on the desk in front of them, 

then to choose and glue the pictures onto their worksheets. A copy of these 

pictures can be found in Appendix D. One copy of each item was provided, 

except in the case of the foods which are core staples in children’s lunchboxes, 

as it was felt that children might wish to give these core foods to both children. 

There were therefore two pictures of water bottles and three different types of 

sandwiches (Vegemite, ham and salad) given to each child. 

The children were also given coloured pens and pencils and invited to add their 

own drawings of foods or just write food names if they wished. However, 

almost none of them took up this offer, possibly because gluing and collage are 

inherently enjoyable activities that the children have less opportunity to pursue 

than drawing and writing, and because gluing requires less effort. 

The pictures included foods that were being heavily promoted at the time and a 

control group of popular foods that were not promoted. The control images are 

marked with an asterisk in Table 3.8, and copies of the images that were used 

are pictured in Figure 3.2.  
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Foods were selected for the heavily promoted group based on one of three 

criteria. Firstly, they were included if the researcher had personally seen 

promotion for the product. This was facilitated by recording two weeks of 

children’s television immediately prior to data collection and purchasing a 

range of popular children’s magazines, so the researcher could familiarise 

herself with current food promotions which the children or parents might wish 

to discuss during interviews. Secondly, foods were included in the group of 

heavily promoted foods if they were listed in the Nielsen Top Media 

Advertisers Report (B&T 2006; Nielsen 2008). Thirdly, foods were included in 

the group of heavily advertised products if promotion for these foods had been 

mentioned by children in the pilot test interviews (see Appendix H). 

The control images were used to indicate whether children had allocated more 

promoted foods to the popular children because of promotion or for a different 

reason, such as taste (high sugar or fatty foods), packaging, product design or 

novelty – in which case the control foods would be chosen for the popular child 

in similar quantities to the promoted foods. If the children failed to choose as 

many control foods for the popular child, it would indicate that their selections 

were influenced to some extent by promotion. 

The control group comprised of leading brands of children’s foods (Quavers 

crisps, Tango soft drink and Wotsits crisps) from the UK – a culturally similar 

market to Perth. These brands had never been promoted or distributed in 

Australia. If the children’s selections for the popular child were motivated by 

reasons other than promotion, for example, the fact that children like brands 

with their appealing names, attractive packaging and fun product designs, then 

they would include these products for the popular child, especially because 

several children in the interview after the pilot tests had talked about their 

preference for trying new snack foods. 
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The control group also included generic supermarket products (sold either 

under their ‘own brand’ label or sold fresh in their bakery sections without 

separate branding), such as cupcakes, doughnuts, and cookies. If the children 

simply believed that the popular child had tastier foods, then they would 

choose popular sugary foods such as cupcakes and doughnuts, as often as they 

chose foods that were promoted such as Uncle Toby’s Roll Ups. The control 

group also included a generic product – Home Brand Wafer Fingers, which 

consists of two wafer sticks coated in milk chocolate. 

Table 3.8 Food pictures used for Collage PT 

Promoted foods Non-promoted foods 

Smith’s Crisps with AFL Tazo Cookies * 

Nestlé Spiderman Starz bar Doughnut * 

Oreo Wafer Stick Muffin * 

Bega Stringers (cheese sticks) Cupcake * 

Coca Cola Home Brand Chocolate Wafer Fingers  
(a generic brand) * 

Shrek Bites (Licensed LCM bars) Tango (leading UK children’s brand that is  
not promoted in Australia) * 

LCM Bars Wotsits (leading UK children’s brand that is 
not promoted in Australia) * 

Cadbury’s Freddo Frog Quavers (leading UK children’s brand that is 
not promoted in Australia) * 

Aeroplane Jelly Veggie sticks with dip 

Munchables Protein Bar Baby carrots 

Fruit Stringz Apple 

Uncle Toby’s Roll-Ups Funprints Grapes 

Kraft Dairy Bites Strawberries 

Browne’s Yogo Banana 

Vegemite – shown in a white bread  
sandwich (2 copies of this picture) 

Wholemeal salad sandwich (2 copies) 

Gatorade juice box (both girl & boy 
versions) 

White ham sandwich (2 copies) 

Browne’s Supashake/Choc Chill Bottle of water (2 copies) 

* Control group of HFSS non-promoted treat foods 
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Figure 3.2 The control group of HFSS non-advertised treat foods 

 
  

 

    

Analysis of Collage PT 

The collage PT was then used as an autodriving tool for the subsequent 

interview. As was the case for the drawing PT, the collages were also content 

analysed to provide summary statistics of the foods and beverages that were 

included for popular and lonely children. 

Autodriving Tools 

Autodriving is a photo elicitation technique that uses visual materials, which 

are produced or provided by the informants themselves, as discussion prompts 

(Heisley & Levy 1991). The strength of autodriving lies in its ability to, “elicit 

associations between products and consumption from the consumer’s point of 

view” (Heisley & Levy 1991, p. 263). 

This type of autodriving/photoelicitation technique has been utilised in other 

consumer research with children. Belk et al. (1984) used pictures to provide 

insights into children’s recognition of consumption symbolism, Elliott and 

Leonard (2004) explored children’s attitudes towards children with branded or 
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unbranded trainers, and Bartholomew and O’Donohoe (2003) used photos and 

print ads supplied by children as an autodriving technique in their study of the 

role of promotion in children’s lives. Food pictures have also previously been 

used as projective stimuli with children. Ells (2001)used photographs of food 

taken in a retail setting to stimulate discussion with young people about their 

food purchase behaviours and attitudes. In all these studies, the researchers 

found the technique successful at engaging the children and prompting 

discussion. 

In the present study, two types of autodriving tools were used. Firstly, the 

lunchboxes of the younger children were used as discussion prompts. The 

researcher interviewed all six-year-old participants before recess (i.e., before the 

autodriving tool was eaten) and asked the children a series of questions based 

around the contents of their lunchboxes. The interview guide can be found in 

Appendix E. 

Secondly, the materials generated by the Collage PT and Drawing PT were used 

as discussion prompts. No interview guide was required for this as the 

researcher simply asked the children to describe what was happening in their 

drawing and/or collage. The researcher followed this up with additional 

questions to seek clarification, and also to probe any interesting issues that were 

raised in the drawings. The questioning style was closed and straightforward, 

as recommended for children by Irwin and Johnson (2005). 

Interviews with Children 

The interview guide used with the children can be found in Appendix F. The 

group interview format reflected the children’s friendship groups in school. 

This procedure was used successfully by Banister and Booth (2005) when 

combining projective techniques with interviews to study children. The 

classroom teachers were consulted when dividing the participating children in 

their class into friendship groups to increase the likelihood that the children 
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would feel relaxed and able to talk freely in the interview. This strategy also 

followed the naturalistic principles of the study design, allowing the capture of 

shared meaning amongst children’s closest peer groups – their friends at school.  

Although the researcher tried to interview children in friendship groups 

wherever possible, some children needed to be interviewed individually, either 

because they were away during group interviews or because there were no 

other children of the same age or there were no other participants that the 

teacher thought they were friendly with. 

The duration of the interviews was determined by the children’s interest and 

attention level. Although it has been suggested that interview length and 

questioning should be adapted to fit the age of the child (Punch 2002), it was 

found in this study that this is too simplistic an assessment. For example, Suzy, 

a seven-year-old girl in the upper socio-economic school, remained fully 

engaged throughout a lengthy interview during which she raised issues about 

the emotional meanings of food. By comparison, Colin, a ten-year-old boy in 

the lower socio-economic school, struggled to formulate answers to questions, 

providing single-sentence answers to most questions and demonstrating an 

inability to elaborate on his answers. A flexible approach was taken to enable 

the duration and questions to be modified in situ according to the abilities and 

interests of individual children. The interviews ranged from approximately 10 

minutes for individual interviews with younger children to 60 minutes with 

groups of older girls. The average duration was approximately 30 minutes. 

Parroting (each child repeating the same answer as the first) can be a problem 

in focus groups with children (Fraley 1987; Keim et al. 1999). This was managed 

by rotating the child who was asked to answer each question first. It has also 

been noted that friendship groups can be problematic in focus groups, with 

close friends seeking to please each other and often being influenced by the 

answers of the most dominant child (Fraley 1987). However, it is this peer 
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group influence that was under investigation. Fraley noted that “It is 

appropriate and preferable, however, to recruit friends when the research 

involves questions contingent upon joint usage” (1987, p.20). It was this shared 

usage – food that is shared, traded, purchased together and eaten together – 

and the shared meaning of foods that were under investigation in this study. 

Developmental Modification of Research Techniques 

Many previous studies on food marketing to children have failed to take into 

account children’s developmental limitations, which critics argue makes these 

studies a weak basis for policy decisions (Paliwoda & Crawford 2003). The 

present study used the information processing model (John 1999), which builds 

on the stage model of child development (Piaget 1970; 1976) (both are explained 

below), extending the value of the stage model for consumer behaviour 

research. The information-processing model was used to inform the research 

design and to create the developmentally appropriate data collection techniques 

used with the children. The model further informed design of the research 

questions and techniques in terms of consideration of children’s ability to 

comprehend and articulate the motivations of their peers and their differing 

developmental abilities to participate in the projective techniques. In this 

regard, the study did not provide a test of John’s or Piaget’s models; rather, it 

illustrated their utility for designing effective research with children. 

Piaget's stage model has been one of the most practical and widely used models 

for understanding child development (Beilin 1992; Friestad & Wright 2005; John 

1999). The stage model (1970; 1976) is a biological approach that identifies four 

stages of cognitive and social development through which children evolve: the 

‘sensorimotor’ stage from birth to two; ‘pre-operational’ stage from two to 

seven; ‘concrete operational’ stage from eight to eleven and ‘formal operational’ 

stage from twelve onwards. Each stage involves a radically different way of 

processing information and responding to the world; however the ages at 
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which children reach each stage can vary. The stage model has been used to 

inform other research on this topic (for example, Bever et al. 1975; Carruth et al. 

2000; Elliott & Leonard 2004; Livingstone & Helsper 2006; Mizerski 1995; Moses 

& Baldwin 2005; Young 2003b). The information processing approach was 

developed by John (nee Roedder) (John 1999; Roedder 1981). This approach not 

only builds on Piaget’s work, it also integrates multiple frameworks of 

cognitive and social development with the consumer socialisation literature. 

The children in this study were aged 6-12 (an explanation of this decision is 

provided in the section titled ‘Sample Justification’ below). Therefore, the 

majority of children were in the analytical stage of the information-processing 

(IP) framework (corresponding to Piaget’s pre-operational stage). A summary is 

provided in Table 3.9 of the number of children in each stage of the IP 

consumer socialisation framework. 

Table 3.9 Research techniques According to Developmental Stage 

Developmental Stage Lunchbox Collage Drawing 
Age 

Perceptual Analytical Reflective Audit PT PT 
Subtotal 

6 17   21   21 

7 27 27  9 14  23 

8  17   19  19 

9  18   18 10 28 

10  13   12 10 22 

11  22 22  23 18 41 

12   10  8 7 15 

TOTAL 44* 97* 32* 30 94 45 169 

* Note that the ages cross over into different developmental stages. This results 

in the totals of these columns being greater than the sample size. 

The research procedures were modified according to John’s (1999) three 

developmental stages – perceptual, analytical, and reflective. The following 

section contains an explanation of how developmental characteristics typical of 

each stage were accommodated in the present study. 
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Perceptual Stage 

The Perceptual Stage corresponds with Piaget’s (1970; 1976) pre-operational 

stage. These children are younger than seven and characterised by an absence 

of abstract and symbolic thinking. Their choices are often made on a single 

dimension, and they struggle to evaluate multiple aspects of a product or 

situation. They are also unlikely to be able to consider other peoples’ 

perspectives. According to John (1999), the perceptual child’s interpretation of 

the world is based on things that are obvious and readily observable.  

One of the challenges of conducting research with children in this perceptual 

stage is that they have limited memory capacity and a smaller knowledge base 

on which to draw, which affects their processing abilities (John & Cole 1986). 

They have difficulty using memory storage and retrieval strategies (Macklin 

1994), even when prompts and cues are given (Roedder 1981; Young 2003b). As 

a result of these limitations, children in this stage have limited comprehension 

of promotion (Bijmolt, Claassen & Brus 1998; Macklin 1987). 

Techniques Used with Perceptual Children 

There were 44 children in the perceptual stage in the study, including 17 who 

were only six years old and therefore unlikely to show many skills of the 

analytical stage (there may have been exceptions to this as the stages are only 

guidelines and children develop at different rates). The data collection with the 

six year olds was modified in the following ways. Firstly, the collage and 

drawing projective techniques were not attempted. Both of these techniques 

required theory of mind (Wellman 1992), the ability to understand beliefs, 

desires and motives of other people (Moses & Baldwin 2005), and this is not 

fully developed in all six year old children (Kunkel et al. 2004). It was 

considered more reliable to restrict discussion to the child’s own belongings 

and their own perspective; hence, the use of the children’s own lunchboxes as 

an autodriving tool. 
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The decision whether to classify seven year olds as in the perceptual stage of 

development or analytical stage of development was a problematic one. Other 

than carrying out a developmental assessment on the children, it would not 

have been possible to classify the children accurately. The decision was made 

based on what year group they had been placed in by the school. Australian 

government schools routinely create split classes placing children of the same 

age with children from different year levels. Individual children’s 

developmental levels are one of the factors taken into consideration during 

these year placements, which made this division a reasonable, though by no 

means perfect, basis for determining which research techniques the seven year 

old children should participate in. Table 3.10 provides details of how many 

seven year olds were in each different year level, and which research techniques 

were utilised with this age group.  

The class division was also a good basis for determining the seven year olds’ 

techniques, because the research techniques were carried out in small 

friendship groups, which were assembled, with advice from the teacher, from 

the children in each class. It made sense that the seven year olds would practise 

the same techniques as the children that they socialise with. Those seven year 

olds who were in a class with six year olds did a lunchbox audit with them, 

whereas those seven year olds who were in a class with eight year olds did a 

collage with them. 



79 

Table 3.10 Year Placement of Seven Year Olds in the Sample 

Year Group Placement of Seven 
Year Olds in this Sample 

School 
One 

School 
Two 

School 
Three 

Research 
Techniques 

Straight Year One class with other 
six and seven year olds 

0 0 1 
Lunchbox audit 
and interview. 

Split Year One/Two class with 
other six and seven year olds 

2 4 0 
Lunchbox audit 
and interview. 

Straight Year Two class with other 
eight year olds 

0 0 7 
Collage PT and 
interview 

Split Year Two/Three class with 
other eight year olds 

4 1 2 
Collage PT and 
interview 

TOTAL 6 5 10  

Analytical Stage 

John’s analytical stage corresponds with Piaget’s concrete-operational stage and 

constitutes the largest segment in the present study. Children in this stage 

experience greater cognitive and social functioning and improvements to their 

information processing and retrieval skills. These children can start to weigh up 

multiple dimensions of a product or situation, and begin to be capable of 

analytical thinking and understanding abstract concepts. Importantly for the 

present study, these children can also take on board the perspectives of other 

people, such as parents and peers, and are capable of using different influence 

strategies with them. 

Techniques Used with Analytical Children 

Children in the analytical stage (aged 7-11) participated in the collage projective 

technique. This provided the children with concrete stimuli relevant to their 

lives. The older children in this group also did a drawing PT. Once again, this 

decision was made according to year placement; those in classes with 11 and 12 

year old (Reflective) children, were included in the drawing technique, whereas 

those in classes with only younger children did not participate in the drawing 

technique. As mentioned earlier, there was also a degree of convenience in the 
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sampling of the drawing technique – it was a time consuming process and there 

was not always time available if the researcher had to get the children back to 

class for a particular activity or recess/lunch was looming In these cases, the 

children still participated in the Collage PT. 

Reflective Stage 

John’s reflective stage corresponds with Piaget’s concrete-operational stage. 

Children in this stage are strategic processors, as they can typically use 

information storage, retrieval and utilisation strategies without prompting or 

cueing (Roedder 1981; Young 2003a). They can also apply logical thinking to 

abstract problems (Bijmolt, Claassen & Brus 1998). 

These children are generally aware of the social dimensions of products and 

brands. They are also typically keenly aware of other peoples’ perspectives and 

strive to obtain the approval and acceptance of others. 

Techniques Used with Reflective Children 

In addition to the collage projective technique, these children were given the 

drawing projective technique, which allowed them the freedom to 

communicate whatever thoughts and feelings they had about food in the social 

context of their lives. 

Parents 

The interview guide with parents can be found in Appendix G. The aim of the 

interviews was to identify the impact of food promotion on parents, specifically 

to what extent they absorb food promotion and act on it when purchasing and 

discussing food with their children. Another major goal was to gather 

information relating to their perceptions of children’s attitudes, beliefs, and 

behaviours to investigate the extent to which these are based on peers and/or 

promotion. This provided a source of triangulation for information provided by 

the children. Also of interest were the parental roles of regulating exposure to 



81 

promotion, helping their children to understand the persuasive nature of 

promotion, and providing the means for children to act on the promotion (e.g., 

supplying funds to facilitate purchase). 

The interviews were offered in individual and small group formats to increase 

participation rates. Parents were able to specify a time for an individual 

interview at their convenience or attend small group sessions held on different 

mornings straight after they had dropped their children off at school. All the 

interviews were captured on digital audio files for transcription and analysis. 

The group sessions had a low turnout, with only 3-4 parents in each group. 

However, the small size allowed an intimate group discussion to develop in a 

way that would have been impossible with a larger group. Each participant 

appeared to be fully engaged in the conversation and was able to talk in detail 

about their individual circumstances. Small group interviews were not held in 

the higher socio-economic school as sufficient parents booked individual 

interviews.  

The only noticeable difference between the group sessions and the individual 

sessions were that all the parents in the group sessions quickly relaxed and 

‘opened up’ to the research topic. These parents enjoyed swapping their ‘war 

stories’ and sharing anecdotes about trying to feed children. In a small number 

of the individual interviews, it was difficult to get the parents to ‘open up’. 

Social desirable response bias was apparent in the carefully constructed 

answers and limited information they conveyed. These interviews were still 

valuable, although it was difficult to assess the extent to which the informants’ 

real feelings and concerns had been aired. These few interviews were the 

exception; almost all of the parents in individual interviews seemed to relax and 

respond unguardedly to the questions. 

The individual interviews had their own benefits. Firstly, they allowed the 

researcher to focus in depth on each informant’s experiences; more so than was 
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possible even in the smaller group interviews. Secondly, it is likely that some of 

the intimate family stories that were shared in the individual interviews would 

not have been aired during a group discussion. 

DATA COLLECTION 

Sample 

The sample included variations in terms of gender, socio-economic status, 

family structure, and primary caregiver’s employment status. A profile of the 

parent and child samples has been provided in the introduction of this thesis. 

Justification of the Sampled Schools 

As noted previously, the study took place at three state primary schools in 

Western Australia. The decision was made to sample schools across the socio-

economic spectrum because (as noted in Chapter Two) obesity varies by socio-

economic status, with lower socio-economic groups suffering from significantly 

higher rates of obesity and excess weight (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006a; 

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2009; O'Dea 2008). Although consideration was 

given to including only lower and middle socio-economic schools in the study, 

it was important to identify sources of resilience to enable comprehensive 

recommendations to be formulated. It should also be noted that around the 

time of recruitment, data were emerging from a study run by the Telethon 

Institute which suggested that child obesity was equally prevalent in higher 

socio-economic groups in Western Australia (Gibson et al. 2007). This finding 

has yet to be confirmed by other studies of child obesity in Australia; however, 

it was considered prudent to sample the full range of socio-economic schools 

based on the data available at that time. 

Head Teachers were contacted to request their participation in the study. 

Several schools were unable or unwilling to participate and it was particularly 



83 

difficult to obtain participation from a lower socio-economic school. The 

reasons for non-participation were as follows: 

• In several cases, the Head Teacher failed to respond to the researcher’s calls 

and emails requesting participation. The school secretary fielded the initial 

call and informed the researcher that their school received many similar 

requests for participation and were unable to accommodate most of them. 

• One of the lower socio-economic schools had a transient population; the 

school received most of the refugee children arriving in the state. As these 

children were later re-housed, the Head Teacher did not feel that many of 

the families would remain for the estimated 12-18 month study period. 

• Head Teachers at two of the most disadvantaged schools in the state 

informed the researcher that their parents failed to return consent forms for 

research and failed to attend any extra-curricular activities at the school, 

including annual parent-teacher interviews. One of the schools had just 

attempted to participate in a study about sun smart behaviours with another 

Western Australian university and had received consent for only three 

children in the entire school. 

This last cause of non-participation could have been overcome if the researcher 

had received ethics permission for passive consent (the parents were given the 

option to opt out of the research) rather than active consent (the parents have to 

opt in to the research); however, passive consent is usually reserved for high 

schools rather than primary schools and is only permitted in exceptional 

circumstances. 

The three schools that were finally selected were a lower socio-economic school 

with 285 children in the Eastern suburbs, a middle socio-economic school with 

252 children in the Northern suburbs, and a higher socio-economic school with 

230 children in the Western suburbs. The schools were all metropolitan based 
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and were all highly multicultural, reflecting the population of Western 

Australia in general. The schools were all participating in the Crunch and Sip 

program12 and had all undertaken some degree of media and commercial 

literacy training for older children (the higher socio-economic school had also 

undertaken this training for younger children and this may have been reflected 

in the greater resilience shown by many children in this school). 

Justification of the Sampled Participants 

Children younger than six were excluded from the sample as they were 

unlikely to possess the social, verbal, and cognitive skills necessary for 

participation (Fraley 1987; Piaget 1976). This age group also has lower 

susceptibility to peer group influence (Bachmann Achenreiner, John & Rao 

1993), which was a key variable of interest for investigating the effects of 

promotion. Belk et al. (1982) also noted that most children do not develop an 

understanding of the social implications of consumption choices until at least 

aged seven, and this factor was considered to be important in understanding 

how food promotion might influence children’s peer groups. 

Children older than 12 were excluded for both practical and theoretical reasons. 

Children over 12 are in high school and including them in the study would 

have involved recruiting additional schools. It is also the age when children are 

considered less susceptible to promotion effects as they are thought to be 

capable of understanding its persuasive intent (John, 1999). As these children 

may have less susceptibility to promotion effects, they were less of a priority for 

the study of promotion effects. 

 

12
 A nationwide program that involves a set break to eat fruit or salad vegetables and drink 

water in the classroom. See: http://www.crunchandsip.com.au/default.aspx 
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Recruitment 

Recruitment took place approximately two weeks before data collection in each 

school. An information letter and consent form were sent home to every family 

in the participating schools. The documents were contained in an A4 manila 

envelope that was sent home with the school newsletter. This increased the 

likelihood that parents would receive and read the information, although one of 

the teachers in the lower socio-economic school described how he had watched 

a child throwing the envelope in the bin on their way out the classroom, which, 

the child explained, was because they had thought it was their school report. 

Each school included a note about the research in their school newsletter in 

which the Head Teacher encouraged families to participate. 

The information and consent documents gave the parents three options to 

consent to the research. They could consent just for their child(ren), or just for 

themselves, or for both the child(ren) and themselves to participate in the study. 

There were no instances of the parents consenting to participate themselves 

without their children participating; however, there were a couple of parents 

from the Kindergarten who provided consent for themselves and their children, 

but their children were not interviewed as they had not yet turned six. 

All families were compensated with a voucher from the Coles-Myer retail 

group. Initially they were offered $5; however this amount was increased to $20 

in the lower socio-economic school to overcome low parent participation rates. 

The $20 voucher resulted in an increase from five parents to 14 parents in this 

school. Parents who had agreed to participate for only $5 were subsequently 

given an additional $20 voucher to ensure they were treated equitably. The 

parents in the other two schools still only received $5 because it had proved an 

adequate incentive. 

The parents were contacted by telephone to arrange a suitable time for an 

interview. As this did not result in sufficient levels of parent participation in the 
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lower and middle socio-economic school, the parents were also invited to 

attend a group discussion after they had dropped their children off at school on 

a designated morning. Three parents attended the group discussion in the 

middle socio-economic school and nine parents attended one of two group 

discussions in the lower socio-economic school. 

PROCEDURES 

The data collection with parents was relatively straightforward, consisting of 

either in-depth interviews lasting approximately 40 minutes or small group 

interviews of three to five people, lasting approximately 90 minutes. 

All interviews with parents occurred in the school buildings and grounds, and 

most interviews took place in the schools’ interview rooms. The interview 

rooms were not always available for the interviews with children. In these cases 

interviews also occurred in the following locations: the library (Schools 2 & 3), 

the staff room (School 3), the parents’ lounge (School 2), the sick room (School 

3), the Head Teacher’s office in their absence (School 2), a range of specialist 

classrooms (School 1), and in one case in the playground during lesson time. 

Obviously, these locations varied in the level of distraction and comfort the 

children would have experienced, which will have had some impact on the 

quality of the data. Ideally, the interviews would have all occurred in one quiet 

location for consistency and concentration; however schools are busy places 

and a number of specialist teachers (such as the music teacher and literacy 

intervention teacher) and health professionals (such as the school psychologist, 

school nurse and a visiting occupational therapist) sometimes needed a room at 

the same time. 

The order in which data collection occurred with the children needed to be 

controlled to prevent one technique from contaminating the results of the 

others. Data were collected with the children in each of the three schools before 

interviews with parents commenced. This was done to avoid participation in 
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the first stage of the research altering reported food attitudes and behaviours in 

the second stage of the research. If parents had been interviewed before their 

children, this may have sensitised them to issues surrounding food promotion 

and reduced their children’s exposure to food promotion or increased their 

attempts to discuss food promotion with their children, possibly even changing 

the types of foods that were provided. Although interviewing the children first 

may still have led to some degree of contamination due to the possibility of the 

children discussing the research with their parents and sharing comments that 

their friends made during the interviews, it was believed that the child-to-

parent influence would be weaker than parent-to-child in this instance. 

After data had been collected from children in all three schools, the data 

collection with parents commenced. This resulted in a space of 7-12 months 

between the first and second rounds of data collection in each school. 

Playground observations took place at recess and lunch during both stages, 

allowing a prolonged view to be obtained. This provided a longer-term view of 

the behaviours, helping to identify consistent patterns and behaviours over a 

period of time. The data collection periods are documented in Table 3.11. 

Table 3.11 Data collection periods 

School Interviews with children and 
playground observations at  
recess and lunch 

Interviews with parents and 
playground observations at 
recess and lunch 

Lower SES May-June 2007 June-July 2008 

Middle SES June-August 2007 May-June 2008 

Higher SES November-December 2007 June-July 2008 

DATA PROCESSING 

Although little has been written on the process of transcription, or what Bazeley 

(2007, p.44) describes as “the journey from conversation to documentation”, it 

has been argued that this is a point where validity and reliability are frequently 
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compromised. Some researchers recommend that data are processed by the 

researcher rather than outsourced (Bazeley 2007; Frost & Stablein 1992). In the 

present study, a modified strategy was developed in response to this 

recommendation. In the first school (the lower socio-economic school), the 

researcher personally transcribed every interview. Not only did this ensure 

accuracy of the data, it created two other important benefits. Firstly, it enabled 

theoretical sensitivity – early reflection on the data to identify emerging themes. 

Secondly, it allowed the researcher to refine the interview technique with 

children. 

In the subsequent schools (the middle and upper socio-economic schools), the 

data were transcribed by an audio-typist. To maintain reliability of the data, the 

researcher listened to every interview whilst reading the transcripts. 

The following rules, based on recommendations by Bazeley (2007 p. 44-45), 

were followed during transcription of the interview data: 

• Vernacular conversation and imperfect grammar remained intact, with no 

‘tidying’ by the transcriber or researcher. This helped to retain the voice of 

each participant. 

• Nonverbal and emotional elements of speech were recorded, initially by the 

typist in those cases where she picked them up, and later added to or 

modified by the researcher when listening to the tapes and reading the 

transcripts. Examples of these elements included inclusions such as: [pause], 

[laughter] and [grimacing]. 

• Richards (2005) argues that data reduction should begin early on in the 

project and for this reason digressions from the research topic were not 

included in the transcripts. Richards proposes the ‘shrink-wrap’ approach to 

data reduction: “Like the plastic cladding around an item in a hardware 

store, your data record should be as large as it needs to be and as small as it 

can be” (p54). Only a small amount of data was removed from across the 
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sample; examples of removed data included a mother talking about 

shopping for women’s clothes, a father discussing Christianity, and some of 

the twelve-year-olds discussing which high school they would be moving to 

at the end of the year. 

Finally, there were a small number of instances where digital recordings were 

not possible. These are documented below, with an explanation of the actions 

taken. 

• Recorder malfunction. The tape recorder malfunctioned during three 

interviews, for all or part of the interview. In each case, notes were written 

immediately after the participant left the room. 

• Playground conversations with staff. There were frequent conversations 

with staff on duty during the playground observations. Notes from these 

conversations were written up into the observation notes immediately after 

the break ended. 

• Doorknob conversations. There were several occurrences of what Bazeley 

describes as: “the times when your participant opens up just as you have 

your ‘hand on the door’ to leave” (2007, p 47). On some of these occasions it 

was possible to switch the recorder back on, but for the others, notes were 

made immediately afterwards. 

• Request from an interviewee. On one occasion during an interview with a 

mother, she requested that the audio-recorder was switched off whilst she 

described her experiences and feelings about providing a healthy diet for her 

adolescent daughter whilst struggling with her own anorexia. A note was 

made of this in the transcripts, but the discussion was not included in the 

transcripts or analysis. 
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METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 

Several limitations are acknowledged. These limitations arise from the methods 

that were chosen, the sample, and the characteristics of the researcher. These 

limitations are identified below, followed by discussion of the triangulation 

procedures that were followed to minimise these methodological and 

researcher limitations. 

Data Collection 

As this was an exploratory study using a qualitative methodology, the findings 

are not generalisable beyond the sampled population of primary school 

children and their parents. The most significant limitation of the data collection 

process concerns the sample. Specifically, the use of active, rather than passive 

consent, as required by the university ethics committee, probably resulted in a 

sample that was skewed towards people already interested in healthy eating. 

Most of the families were already knowledgeable about nutrition and/or had 

strong views about food promotion to children. This was most evident in the 

lower socio-economic school where after the compensation was increased to 

improve parent participation, the knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs of the 

interviewees became more divergent. 

Researcher 

The study is limited by the use of a lone researcher. The findings that follow are 

subjective and provide only one interpretation of children’s food consumption 

and the relative influence of social, cultural, and promotional inputs. The 

postmodernist perspective argues for the need to understand the researcher’s 

background, such as gender, class and ethnicity, when reading interpretive 

research (Crang & Cook 2007; Stewart 1998). In response to this, the researcher 

is described at the time of data collection as a white, Anglo-Australian, middle 

class, middle aged female who is married with three children (aged 7-12). 
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This had several implications. Most importantly, the participants’ reactions may 

have been affected by their perceptions of the researcher as a middle class, 

educated woman with an interest in healthy eating. This perception may have 

created some power distance between the researcher and the participants, 

which could have affected their answers, particularly in the lower socio-

economic school where the distance may have seemed greatest. This power 

distance may also be assumed to affect the researcher’s interpretation of the 

data, as it is presumably viewed through a lens of privilege and education. 

However, the researcher’s lens is less cloudy than a one-sentence profile might 

suggest. The researcher’s own family is working class and she herself grew up 

and attended primary school in Speke, Liverpool, an area where levels of 

income, education and employment were considerably lower than the low 

socio-economic suburb sampled in this study13. This meant that the researcher 

was comfortable in the lower socio-economic community and was able to relate 

easily to these families and their problems, needs, and achievements. This 

shared background and ability to relate to all three of the sampled communities 

was likely to have improved interpretation of the data by minimising any 

perceived power distance during the interviews. 

The researcher was also able to reduce any perceived power distance by 

explaining to the parents that she was studying this topic not because she was a 

nutritional expert or passionate about healthy eating, but because it was 

something she had struggled with as a parent, and wanted to find ways to 

support other parents. Some parents still said they were embarrassed or felt 

guilty to admit their children ate HFSS foods and went to fast food restaurants, 

and the researcher reassured these participants that her own children also did 

these things. In spite of this, some parents still perceived the researcher as an 
 

13
 According to the Index of Multiple Deprivation (2000), Speke is currently the second most 

deprived ward in England and Wales (out of 8414). 
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expert in healthy eating – asking her for tips and checking if certain foods were 

healthy or not, all of which were well beyond the researcher’s area of expertise. 

TRUSTWORTHINESS 

Triangulation was used to increase the trustworthiness of the data (Glesne, 

1999). Moore and Lutz (2000) argue that triangulation not only increases 

trustworthiness and robustness of the findings, it also reveals different aspects 

of the phenomenon being studied. In the present study, triangulation was 

incorporated in the following ways: 

• Multiple sources – data were collected formally from peers and parents and 

informally from teachers on duty during observations. In addition, there 

were 36 instances where members of the same family participated. This 

allowed comparisons for evidence of consistency and contradictions in 

reported family food behaviours. There were many cases were parents gave 

consent for their children, but not for themselves, and several where parents 

participated but not their children – usually because the child was in 

Kindergarten and still only 5 years old and occasionally because the child 

was away during the data collection with children. However, in the 36 cases 

where more than one member of a family participated, the families were 

coded as such in NVivo to allow specific comparisons to be made. 

• Prolonged immersion – each school community was visited and interviewed 

during two subsequent years – in Year One to carry out interviews and PTs 

with the children and conduct playground observations, and in the second 

year to carry out interviews with the parents and more playground 

observations. 

In addition to triangulation principles, the study adheres to the qualitative 

verification procedures identified by Glesne (1999). These are described below: 
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• Thick description, including many direct quotations from participants and 

descriptions of observed incidents to allow readers to draw their own 

conclusions from the data; 

• Negative case analysis to re-evaluate the interpretation and emerging 

theories. This involved locating exceptions to the prevailing views in the 

data and using these to re-evaluate emergent themes and modify the 

interpretation if appropriate (Lincoln & Guba 1985). 

• Peer review and debriefing from supervisor and peers during faculty 

seminars and a conference; 

• All notes, data and coding instruments were catalogued and available for 

examination by others. A research journal was kept, as recommended in the 

literature (Bazeley 2007; Corbin & Strauss 2008; Lincoln & Guba 1985) to 

document emerging concepts and to record modifications in techniques or 

instruments. 

Although member checking is frequently carried out as a method for increasing 

the reliability of qualitative findings, it was not considered suitable in this 

study, as the confidentiality of participants could not be guaranteed under these 

circumstances. Member checking had originally been planned with the parents 

(the children’s reading and comprehension skills would have been too 

immature to participate in member checking). However, the researcher felt that 

the parents would have been able to identify their own children’s comments 

from their descriptions of family circumstances and family events and routines. 

Apart from recognising their own children, several families would be 

recognisable by parents in the same school carrying out member checks because 

of the ages and genders of their children and the descriptions of their family 

circumstances. Although the participants’ names were replaced with 

pseudonyms, this would not have disguised their identity from other people in 

their school community. For this reason, member checking was not carried out. 
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ETHICAL ISSUES 

The potential for harm was taken into consideration in every aspect of the 

research design. Ethics approval from the University of Western Australia was 

obtained, and the researcher obtained a Working with Children security check 

from the Australian Police. At the time of data collection it was not essential to 

obtain approval from the Department of Education and Training, although this 

was beginning to be phased in and is now also a requirement. 

In addition to obtaining written consent from the children’s parents and Head 

Teachers, the children’s permission was also sought immediately prior to the 

commencement of the interview. The children were told that the researcher had 

come from a university and needed some children to help her find out what 

foods children like to eat. They were asked if they would like to help and told 

that they should let the researcher know if they had had enough and would like 

to go back to class. Careful observation of non-verbal cues, such as body 

language, indicated that all the children enjoyed the process and were not 

stressed. Although none of the children asked to stop, in one case a child was 

anxious about missing a visit from an Australian Football League team who 

were coming to run a workshop at the school that day. The researcher could see 

through the window that the team had not yet arrived, but the interview was 

curtailed to avoid anxiety.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

THE GROUNDED THEORY – CORE CATEGORY 

INTRODUCTION 

The next two chapters describe the grounded theory of children’s food 

consumption generated by this study. In this chapter, the core category of 

psychosocial eating is discussed. In the next chapter, the properties associated 

with the core category are discussed. These properties are described as 

communicating through food, investing through food, and referencing food 

promotion. 

Discussion of the core category in this chapter reveals that the sampled children 

and parents appeared to habitually make food consumption decisions based on 

psychosocial needs, with secondary consideration given to physiological needs. 

A food consumption hierarchy seems to exist within the sampled communities 

and this hierarchy appears to be reinforced, and possibly even created, by food 

promotion. This food consumption hierarchy is modified by the need to 

consume high status foods in appropriate quantities – as both insufficient 

consumption and excessive consumption appear to adversely affect status, a 

phenomenon described here as the zone of status consumption.  

The elements of the grounded theory – the core category and properties – are 

illustrated diagrammatically in Figure 4.1 
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Figure 4.1 An overview of the grounded theory 

PSYCHOSOCIAL EATING 

• The Food Consumption Hierarchy 

• The Zone of Status Consumption 

        

COMMUNICATING 

through food 
 

INVESTING 

through food 
 

REFERENCING 

food promotion 

A profile of participants is provided next to the extracts from the interviews and 

the drawings and collages. The profiles have been abbreviated according to the 

key in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 Key to participant profiles 

 Profile for children Profile for parents 

Gender Boy or Girl Parent 

Age Year stated numerically Age not included for adults 

Family structure SP=single parent or 2P=two parents 

(number)ch = the number of children in the family 

Interview format indv=individual or group=group 

Socio-economic status  
(based on school’s location) 

LSES=lower or MSES=middle or HSES=higher 

Employment status of  
primary carer 

f/t=full time or p/t=part time or no work 

All names have been replaced with pseudonyms. 

Drawings are not to scale. They have been cropped to make the pictures and words as 
visible and clear as possible. 
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PSYCHOSOCIAL EATING 

When faced with conflicting needs relating to food, the children and parents in 

this study habitually made trade-offs in favour of psychosocial rather than 

physiological needs. The psychosocial perspective that is used in this 

interpretation has its roots in the field of social work as a framework through 

which to view the personal and social functioning of individuals: 

The psychosocial framework attempts to understand the person, the 

situation, and the interactions between them...It focuses on the 

psychological and social factors that limit successful or optimal 

coping and cause various forms of suffering and maladaptation 

(Goldstein 2008, para 8). 

The term psychosocial is used in this thesis to describe how the social, 

emotional, and cognitive needs of these consumers combined to drive sub-

optimal food consumption amongst children. Psychosocial eating constitutes 

the core category relevant to the children’s food consumption in this sample. 

The priority of the children in the present study was to eat foods that were 

pleasurable. In this context pleasurable meant foods with pleasant tastes and 

textures, that were highly sought after by peers, and that were fun to share and 

trade with friends. The children did often articulate the importance of eating 

healthy food, particularly in the higher socio-economic school; however – based 

on the reported and observed behaviours – healthy eating was not normally 

prioritised during food selection and consumption. 

The stated priority of the majority of parents in this study was to provide foods 

that their children would enjoy – foods they liked to eat and foods that were the 

same as the foods of their friends. In addition, all parents expressed concern 

about their children’s nutritional needs. However – based on the reported and 

observed behaviours – these concerns were not frequently prioritised during 

actual food selection, purchase, and preparation. There were exceptions to this, 
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particularly, though not exclusively, in the higher socio-economic school. These 

exceptions are discussed at the end of this chapter in the section titled 

‘Modifiers’. 

When acknowledging their children’s sub-optimal food consumption, many 

parents expressed adverse emotions – such as guilt, anxiety, embarrassment, 

and frustration. In the HSES school, some parents berated themselves for not 

meeting the high standards they felt were expected of them. This can be seen in 

the way Liz spoke of what she should be doing, and the way Annabelle 

perceived herself to be judged by another parent and by her own child during a 

rare trip to McDonald’s: 

I do get the guilts that I’m not feeding them what I should be. (HSES, 

parent, indv, Liz, 3ch, 2P, no work). 

We went the drive thru one night and Rupert said, ‘Let’s go to 

McDonald’s tonight, we haven’t had it for ages’. So, we go through 

and who should be there? Low and behold one of the mums from 

school as we were driving through and she was getting milk from 

the service station next door and I just went, ‘Oh no!’ [Laughs] But 

you feel bad…Annie says to me, ‘You know, McDonald’s ice creams 

are full of fat mummy’, and I go, ‘We can do it for once’, but she 

gives me the guilts. (HSES, parent, indv, Annabelle, 2ch, 2P, f/t work). 

In the middle and lower SES schools, the parents also experienced remorse 

about their own diets. They recognised that their own eating habits served as a 

poor example for their children: 

I should have pushed them more when they were younger to eat 

more vegetables because they don’t eat them, and the thing is I never 

have either. But I do eat more now than they ever do…I know I keep 

thinking that I should do better. (MSES, parent, indv, Jane, 2ch, SP, p/t 

work). 

I’m the worst one. We’ll say, ‘Try it, it doesn’t matter what it looks 

like, it’s good for you’. Then she’ll try it and say, ‘Well, it’s alright, I 

suppose’. Then she says to me, ‘Are you going to try it?’ and I’ll say, 
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‘No, it looks bloody awful’. (LSES, parent, group, Tania, 2ch, 2P, no 

work). 

I’m such a junk food junkie, I am terrible, I am really, really bad. I’m 

trying hard…I did the meal replacement thing too. The first day I 

started, I was so determined, and then I ended up having 

McDonald’s for dinner, after having meal replacements for breakfast 

and lunch! So, I didn’t do very well, but we want to for the children’s 

sake…It’s hard because you are trying all day and I don’t want them 

to see me. I usually will go to the cupboard and you’ll hear a rustling 

and then I’ll walk away from the cupboard and Jake will say, ‘What 

are you eating?’ I’ll say, ‘I’m eating some cashew nuts’, and he says, 

‘Show me’, and I say, ‘I can’t’. I don’t like to eat my junk in front of 

them. I eat it secretly so they can’t see, but then I close the door and I 

think, ‘What am I doing? I’m hiding my eating from my children 

because I know it’s bad, but I’m still doing it’. (LSES, parent, group, 

Melody, 3ch, 2P, no work). 

Although the reliance on HFSS foods varied substantially in these families, the 

emotional responses exhibited by the parents were identical: embarrassment, 

self-censure and remorse – from a parent in the lower socio-economic school 

feeling guilty about compulsively eating HFSS foods, to a parent in the higher 

socio-economic school feeling guilty about a rare outing to a quick-service 

restaurant. 

Despite these negative emotions, the parents and children continue to eat 

suboptimal diets because psychosocial needs appear to be stronger. There seem 

to be three underlying factors influencing why trade-offs were made in favour 

of psychosocial needs. Firstly, psychosocial eating behaviours are supported by 

the basic human need to conform (Asch 1955; Milgram 1965). Secondly, 

psychosocial eating behaviours dominate because they favour HFSS foods, 

which provide benefits to both children and their parents. Children receive 

sensory rewards (pleasant tastes, smells, appearances and textures), social 

rewards (sharing and trading with peers) and psychological rewards (satisfying 

esteem needs (Maslow 1943)) through the possession of highly desirable foods. 

HFSS foods provide parents with the path of least resistance (maximum 
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convenience and minimum parent-child conflict), and additional psychological 

rewards in the form of vicarious pleasures and children whom they assume will 

be more popular, happy and satisfied because they consume these treat foods. 

Thirdly, psychosocial eating behaviours thrive because they appear to be 

perpetuated and reinforced by advertising and promotion. 

The grounded theory relating to the sampled population incorporates five key 

concepts: 

• Psychosocial needs (such as esteem, affection and affiliation) influence 

children’s food consumption more than physiological needs (such as satiety 

or nutrition). 

• Psychosocial eating behaviours are based on a hierarchy of high status and 

low status foods (The Food Consumption Hierarchy). 

• The Food Consumption Hierarchy is influenced by promotion. 

• High status foods must be consumed in appropriate quantities to have 

positive impact (Zone of Status Consumption). 

• Psychosocial eating behaviours (such as communication through food and 

investing through food) are learned through interaction with family, peers 

and promotion. 

These concepts, along with their definitions, their assumptions and their 

relationships to each other are described throughout this chapter. 
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The Food Consumption Hierarchy 

One of the basic tenets of consumer behaviour is that there are social 

distinctions between products (Belk, Bahn & Mayer 1982). There was evidence 

of a strong hierarchy of food categories for the children in this sample, which 

substantially affected foods consumed with peers and to a lesser though still 

important extent, foods consumed at home. 

The present study found that the children made social distinctions amongst 

other children based on their possession of high status or low status foods. 

Foods sent out status messages within the children’s peer groups – sometimes 

with the intention of the sender, and sometimes against the reluctance of the 

sender (depending on the status of the food). 

The food consumption hierarchy appeared to consist of heavily promoted foods 

at the top of the hierarchy, followed by products that were infrequently 

promoted and seemed to have low salience with children in the middle of the 

hierarchy. At the bottom of the hierarchy are foods that are low status and low 

salience, such as home-brand generic supermarket products and vegetables, 

some fruits and unfamiliar or strong-smelling foods. Figure 4.2 summarises the 

relative status that children seemed to assign to different food groups. It is 

designed to illustrate qualitative insights only, and further research would be 

required to accurately rank a food consumption hierarchy relevant to a larger, 

representative population. 
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Figure 4.2 Proposed Consumption Hierarchy of Children’s Foods 

 Example quotations from interviews and projective techniques 

  

Promoted 
HFSS foods 
(especially if 
new or with 
a premium). 

HFSS foods 
from school 

canteen 

 

These people are happy because they’ve got Coke, Star things, Roll Ups, and 
these chips. (MSES, boy, group, Paul, 9, SP, p/t work). 

The popular kid he’s got the popular chocolate bar, Cadbury’s, and a hot dog. 
He’s got quite a lot of junk food (HSES, boy, indv, Owen, 10, SP, p/t work). 

M: What sort of foods are highly traded items? 
Ma: Muffins and stuff – we break a little bit off. 
K: Noodles – from the canteen. 
M: What’s the most popular item in the canteen? 
L: Muffins. 
K: They have really good muffins. 
Ma: Really yummy chocolate muffins. (MSES, girls, group, Kate, 11, SP, f/t 
work; Lilly, 11, 2P, f/t work; Mandy, 11, 2P, p/t work). 

     

  

Unbranded 
HFSS 

(typically 
bakery 

products) 
 

M: Your popular girl, what has she got for her recess? 
Z: Cake.  M: Just cake? 
Z: Yeah. Because she has to share it. She’s got a whole cake by the way. 
(HSES, girl, indv, Zandra, 9, 2P, no work). 

The popular kid is sitting with her friends eating junk food, like cakes and chips 
and reading magazines and wearing really nice jewellery (MSES, girl, group, 
Mandy, 11, 2P, p/t work). 

     

  

Generic 
supermarket 

brands  

Once I had this Wafer Fingers [generic chocolate biscuits]…They said, ‘Ha, ha, 
I’ve got Roll Ups and you have this disgusting wafer thingy’. (MSES, boy, group, 
Paul, 9, SP, p/t work). 

Well, this one got just like one sandwich and the rest is like lots of treats. The 
poor one, he has got lots of fruits and like only one treat, which is just Wafer 
Fingers [home brand], like fake chocolate and he’s never had like Gatorade and 
Coke and stuff. (HSES, boy, group, William, 10, 2P, p/t work). 

     

  

Fruit 
and 

Vegetables  

When I had a banana and I took it out at lunchtime, Jenny hides behind her 
friend…and then also some people sometimes, when my mum puts beetroot in 
my sandwiches, the kids at school say, ‘Ugh beetroot’! (MSES, girl, indv, 
Dianne, 10, SP, f/t work). 

Jo: He is reading a book and he’s got like fruit and you could just say fruit and 
vegetables to eat for his lunch. M: The lonely kid? Jo: Yes, and he’s by himself. 
(MSES, boy, group, Joseph, 12, 2P, f/t work). 

Sometimes people tease you about having veggies like carrots. (LSES, boy, 
group, Cody, 8, SP, p/t work). 

This is the unpopular one, he’s eating his lunch on a hill reading a book, and 
he’s got no one else to play with…He’s just eating a salad, whereas the popular 
kid is eating chips and a burger. (MSES, boy, group, James, 11, 2P, f/t work). 
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Unfamiliar 
foods, 

particularly 
with a 
strong 

odour or 
unfamiliar 
texture or 

appearance 

 

L: Chelsea was walking by Maddie and she was having soup, I think it was beef 
soup and she goes, ‘Ewh’. Also, because Kiew usually has rice, sometimes 
people say really rude stuff about it and stuff. 
M: What kind of stuff? 
L: ‘What are you eating? It looks like worms.’ (MSES, girl, group, Lilly, 11, 2P, f/t 
study). 

I couldn’t feed her tuna sandwiches, because the peer group had a saying – 
whoever had a tuna sandwich they’d all jump up and all run away from. (HSES, 
parent, indv, Jill, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

The unpopular girl is sitting all alone eating sardines and bananas. (MSES, girl, 
group, Mandy, 11, 2P, p/t work). 
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The low status of fruit and vegetables relative to HFSS foods was a strong 

theme across all data points – interviews, observations and projective 

techniques. This was also reflected in the foods that children brought to school, 

as can be seen by an analysis of the lunchbox audit in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2  Results of the Lunchbox Audit (n=30) 

Category Frequency* 

HFSS ‘Sometimes’
+
 foods 67 

Bread, cereals, rice, pasta  
and noodles 

35 

Fruit 34 

Lean meat, fish, poultry, eggs,  
nuts & legumes 

28 

Milk, yoghurt & cheese 18 

Vegetables 15 

* Note that some foods have been counted in more than one category; for example, chicken 
nuggets were counted as a serve of poultry and also counted as a serve of HFSS food. 

+
The classification for ‘Sometimes’ foods is taken from the National Health and Medical 

Research Council’s dietary guidelines for children and adolescents in Australia (National Health 
and Medical Research Council 2003). These foods are HFSS foods that are recommended to 
be limited in both consumption frequency and serving size. 

Many of the dairy products were also HFSS foods – sweetened yogurts and 

processed cheese products designed specifically for children. Similarly, some of 

the items listed as bread/cereals were also HFSS foods (e.g., pizza, 2-minute 

noodles, and croissants). The bread was also predominantly white (fifteen 

instances of white and only four wholemeal and two multigrain). Most of the 

sandwich fillings could be classified as healthy. Cheese, ham and Vegemite 

were the most common fillings, followed by salami, peanut butter, polony, 

tuna, egg and honey. 

These data show that the majority of foods coming to school with the six year 

old children were treat foods. Although the incidence of fruit and vegetables 

was encouraging – 26 children out of 30 had at least one serve of fruit or 
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vegetables – the interviews that accompanied the lunchbox audit painted a 

different picture. Most children indicated that the fruit or vegetables were the 

food they were least likely to eat, and some stated that they had no intention of 

eating it. 

M: So you’ve got Fruit Strings [a fruit flavoured confectionery 

product], and you think you’ll have those for lunch? 

B: No, for recess. Lucky last for recess. But my hatest would be this, 

because I wouldn’t really eat it. 

M: A mandarin. What’s the best thing that you’ve got today? 

B: Strings. 

M: The Strings are your favourite and your least favourite is your 

mandarin. Now if you could have anything to eat in your lunch box, 

if mum said, ‘Have anything you like’, what would it be? 

B: Not healthy. (MSES, girl, group, Bron, 6, 2P, p/t work). 

There were, of course, exceptions to the food consumption hierarchy. A notable 

exception was that some children in the upper socio-economic school, and a few 

children in the middle and lower socio-economic school, did not view fruit as a 

low status food. They enjoyed fruit and did not associate it with reduced status 

amongst peers. However, the majority of children in the study did seem to 

subscribe to the principles of this hierarchy – advertised HFSS foods had 

highest status, unbranded HFSS foods had moderately high status, and fruit, 

vegetables and supermarket brands had low status, were undesirable and to be 

avoided. This is illustrated in Figure 4.3 showing a popular child and an 

unpopular child at recess, both by Rakeesh (LSES, boy, group, 8, 2P, p/t work): 
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Figure 4.3 Drawing of a popular and lonely boy by Rakeesh 

 

The largely negative attitude towards generic brands may be associated with 

lower quality ingredients and relatively bland packaging, or it may be because 

of a perceived association with economic disadvantage – that the consumer is 

unable to afford promoted brands. It may also be that children view non-

promoted products as less desirable than promoted products. This can be seen 

in Figure 4.4 and Figure 4.5 below by Mike. The popular child’s lunch consists 

only of branded foods: Coca Cola, Smith’s Crisps and a Crunchie (a chocolate 

bar from Cadbury’s). The lonely boy also has confectionery in his lunch box, but 

the distinguishing feature is that he has unbranded chocolate, which he 

describes as ‘gross’ (HSES, boy, group, Mike, 10, SP, no work). 
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 Figure 4.4 Drawing of a popular boy by Mike 

 

 

Figure 4.5 Drawing of a lonely boy by Mike 
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The consumption hierarchy appears to have considerable influence on how 

children are perceived by their peers. Consumption of foods at the top of the 

hierarchy seemed to bestow the impression of social, emotional, and economic 

well-being. Children with these high status foods were perceived as wealthier, 

more loved, more fun and more popular. Most noticeably, children who only 

had foods in the lower half of the hierarchy were believed to be poor. This was 

one of the strongest themes to emerge from the data, even in the higher socio-

economic school, as can be seen in the excerpts and drawings below: 

I just thought that rich people like them and lots more people hang 

out with them they have lots more friends. (MSES, girl, group, Elly, 

11, SP, p/t work). 

Figure 4.6 Drawing of a popular girl by Elly 
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Figure 4.7 Drawing of a lonely girl by Elly 

 

Well for my popular girl, she is rich looking, and she has candy and 

normally people who are rich have nice foods. People always ask for 

it and that makes them popular. She has a lot of money in her 

handbag and she has a mobile phone and a lot of cool friends and a 

boyfriend and that’s good. This girl here, she is lonely and she is 

sitting on a bench and she has got a ham sandwich which isn’t very 

nice and her clothes are not as good and they’re not nice and clean 

and her hair's a bit messy…I think they [rich children] are more 

popular. Because one of the girls in my class, she has a lot of money, 

so, whenever it’s her birthday and they go to her house they have got 

cool gadgets. We're not allowed to bring anything to school but 

sometimes people bring in nice stuff like mobile phones, which are 

really expensive and lots of people like to check it out. (MSES, girl, 

group, Manisha, 11, 2P, f/t work). 
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Figure 4.8 Drawing of a popular girl by Manisha 
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Figure 4.9 Drawing of a lonely girl by Manisha 

 

M: So tell me about your drawings Cherie. 

C: My popular girl has just got her handbag and she’s walking along with the cool boy 

and she’s saying, ‘I’m so cool’. And my unpopular girl she says I’m so poor and it’s 

raining on her and she’s got a plain lunchbox. The cool girl has got a handbag. She 

would eat, like, what rich kids eat. Like lollies and stuff and they don’t have to eat 

healthy stuff. (MSES, girl, group, Cherie, F, 11, SP, no work). 
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Figure 4.10 Drawing of a popular girl by Cherie 

 

Figure 4.11 Drawing of a lonely girl by Cherie 
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Matt: A kid that’s not popular at recess we could probably put sitting 

on a bench all alone…Probably the popular kid’s eating, like, junk. 

O: Yes and I bet they are probably a rich spoilt child who gets quite a 

lot of junk food. (HSES, boys, group, Matthew, 10, SP, no work; Owen, 

10, 2P, no work). 

Figure 4.12 Drawing of a popular boy by Matt 
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Figure 4.13 Drawing of a popular boy by Owen 

 

Figure 4.14 Drawing of a lonely boy by Owen 
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It was also clear that the parents were aware of this and modified the foods they 

provided for their children in social settings to help their children ‘fit in’: 

When we are shopping my daughter says ‘Oh such and such, 

brought these for lunch or for morning snack. Like yoghurt or some 

cereal bar or Roll Ups or whatever. So friends quite affect what my 

kids bring for lunch. (MSES, parent, group, Emiko: 2ch, 2P, no work). 

He always asks for money for sausage rolls on Thursday…and I will 

let him, even though he has wheat allergies. I let him have a sausage 

roll, because I want him to be able to fit in with the others, and that 

peer group pressure gets greater…So, he wants to be like the other 

kids – if they are having a sausage roll he wants one too. (HSES, 

parent, indv, Liz, 3ch, 2P, no work). 

In this last excerpt, Liz is prepared to prioritise psychosocial advantages over 

physical disadvantages. She explained that the sausage rolls sometimes gave 

her child stomach ache in the evenings, but the mother and child were prepared 

to tolerate this consequence so he can, ‘be like the other kids’. 

The Zone of Status Consumption 

There was one important proviso to this status consumption through food. The 

children expressed the view that, whilst it was important for their peers to 

consume high status foods, they should not consume them excessively. This 

proviso is illustrated in Figure 4.15. 
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Figure 4.15 The Zone of Status Consumption
14

 

Low  
consumption 

 High 
consumption 

 Zone of 
Status Consumption 

 

Low status High status Low status 

The data obtained from the children indicated that failure to consume high 

status food could result in lower status and exclusion from exchange rituals 

(discussed in the section on Investing through Food) and from membership of 

mainstream groups. However, consumption of popular foods increased status 

only to a point, after which excessive consumption began to diminish status. 

The comments below illustrate how excessive consumption, similar to low 

consumption, could lead to contempt: 

M: Do you ever hear kids making comments at school about food? 

T: Yeah, there’s a couple of kids in our class…David, he’s like a kid 

in the 6-7 class. His bag is basically his lunchbox. He’s cutting down 

now but he used to have like this enormous amount of food. It was 

shocking really, coz you could feed three starving African children 

with all it and still have some left. 

M: So they commented on how much food he brought? 

T: Yeah, and he ate it all as well, and when he had food, he’d be like, 

‘Here, do you want this?’ But now he’s got better. 

M: Were they putting pressure on him to eat healthy? 

T: Yeah, coz they like to eat good stuff, but they do have junk food as 

well, but not in such high quantity as David. (HSES, boy, indv, Tim, 

12, SP, p/t work). 

S: Anna gets two packets of chips at school and she gets fairy floss. 

L: Then a melted chocolate sandwich. I love melted chocolate 

 

14
 The general concept and design for this figure are based on the ‘Zone of Indifference’, which 

can be found in Lovelock, CH, Walker, RH & Patterson, PG 2001, Services marketing : an Asia-
Pacific perspective / Christopher H. Lovelock, Paul G. Patterson, Rhett H. Walker, Pearson 
Education Australial, Sydney : . 
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sandwiches but just not at school. (MSES, girls, group, Laura, 8, 2P, p/t, 

work; Sarah, 8, 2P, p/t work). 

Contempt for excessive consumption was not only apparent amongst the 

children and their peers, it was also articulated by some of the parents: 

I just think of my neighbour, for example. She constantly is putting 

in the really fatty stuff [in lunchboxes] and she always has done. 

(HSES, parent, indv, Samantha, 1ch, 2P, no work). 

We went to playgroup and one particular mum she was always like 

that…She would say, ‘Okay kids, Freddo time’ and other mums 

would sigh. But she’s happy and she’s like ‘Freddo time, come on 

and get the Freddos’, you know a big bag of Freddos. (MSES, parent, 

group, Emiko, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

My sister-in-law always used to hand out Chupa Chups without 

even asking … she’d whip one out of her handbag and give it to 

them before you could say anything, which used to really annoy me 

because they don’t need that. (MSES, parent, indv, Audrey, 3ch, 2P, no 

work).  

The threshold of optimum consumption seemed to be felt most keenly by 

families in the higher SES school, where the threshold appeared to be lower. 

Children and parents in this school expressed more tension between the desire 

to eat popular foods and the importance of eating healthy food. This could be 

due to higher education levels or lower levels of exposure to food promotion. 

Conversely, the threshold of optimum consumption appeared to be less 

pressing in the lower socio-economic school. Insufficient consumption seemed 

to be most problematic for these children, possibly because it could send a 

message that the family were experiencing financial difficulties – an assumption 

that was unlikely to be made in the higher socio-economic school. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The data suggest that these children, supported by their parents, were using 

food primarily to meet psychosocial rather than physiological needs. The 

children associated popularity with treat foods that are promoted, and, to a 

lesser extent, they made this association for treat foods that are not promoted. 

The projective data in particular indicate that the desire to ‘fit in’ and be 

popular and accepted by peers may contribute to the suboptimal diets of 

children in social contexts. This raises the possibility that children use 

promotion as a reference for which products will help them achieve popularity. 

Having examined psychosocial eating – the core category of the grounded 

theory – the discussion will now focus on the properties of the theory.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

THE GROUNDED THEORY – PROPERTIES 

Using food to satisfy psychosocial needs appeared to involve three main 

behaviours and these constitute the properties of the proposed grounded 

theory: social communicating, social investing, and referencing food promotion. 

The data indicate that the first two behaviours – social communicating and 

social investing – were perpetuated and reinforced by referencing food 

promotion. The third property directly involved food promotion. 

These three properties are examined in detail below. Consideration is given first 

to social communication and social investment, with the concept of promotion 

as a reference group examined afterwards. This placement may appear to be 

out of sequence, as referring to promotion will be shown to be an activity that 

was undertaken before, during and after communicating and investing. 

However, referencing is placed last in this chapter because understanding how 

consumers used food to communicate and invest clarifies why participants 

referred to promotion. Placing this behaviour last also segues into the 

subsequent chapter, which proposes a model of promotion effects. 

It will become clear that communicating through food and investing through 

food were interrelated. Communicating through food, that is, using food to 

communicate status and affiliation, also required the purchase of food. 

Likewise, investing through food, that is, the use of food as a social currency to 

secure compliance and power, also communicated messages about the sender 

and their relationship with and intentions towards the receiver. Whilst the 

behaviours are discussed separately below, it should be recognised that in 

many cases communicating and investing occurred simultaneously. 
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COMMUNICATING THROUGH FOOD 

This property relates to the use of food to communicate important messages 

about the psychosocial needs of affiliation, status and friendship within peer 

groups and messages about love and support within family groups. 

Communicating in Peer Groups 

The data suggested that food, similar to clothing and cars, can be used as an 

identity marker to communicate messages about the owner’s status and their 

membership of groups. Status, it seemed, could be purchased relatively cheaply 

in children’s peer groups through the possession of popular and new foods. 

Foods at school were conspicuously consumed, and, owing to the adoption of 

compulsory uniforms and regulations against personal possessions in schools 

(Government of Western Australia 2004), had become one of the final frontiers 

of status consumption in schools. 

Possession of high status foods appeared to send out signals that the child 

‘belonged’. Having the same foods as everyone else, especially foods that were 

heavily advertised as fun and cool, was a marker of success and popularity. 

This view was repeatedly stated by interviewees from all three schools, and can 

be seen in the comment below from Andrea. She originally gave her popular 

child ‘chocolate paste’ then crossed this out and changed it specifically to 

‘Nutella’. She has also added the brand name ‘Smiths’ to the packet of chips. 

Andrea appeared to believe that brands are an indicator of popularity: 

A: She’s so lucky because she’s got lots of friends around her saying, 

‘You are so cool’. 

M: And you’ve labelled the food, she’s got Nutella, chips [crisps] and 

chocolate. 

A: Yes, Nutella sandwich. (HSES, girl, indv, Andrea, 10, 2P, f/t work). 
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Figure 5.1 Drawing of a popular child by Andrea 

 

Most parents seemed to be aware they could risk weakening their children’s 

social status by not providing them with the same popular foods as their 

friends. Some parents were prepared to take this risk in the interest of healthy 

eating, however they were in the minority. In general, the mothers who did 

consistently enforce healthy eating – most of whom originated in the higher 

socio-economic school – had one of two factors in common: they were either 

motivated by concerns about food additives or they had eaten a predominantly 

healthy diet in their own childhood. These modifying factors are discussed at 

the end of this chapter in the section titled ‘Modifiers’. 

In order to communicate messages effectively using food, the children 

participated in a range of food rituals with their peers. The following section 

discusses these rituals. 
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Tribal Rituals 

Tribal rituals are central to the structure of all social groups (Rook 1985). This 

study found that there were rituals relating to communicating through food 

and again these rituals favoured psychosocial needs at the expense of 

physiological needs. The rituals reported and observed in relation to children’s 

food consumption were: acquiring, possessing, consuming and exchanging. The 

latter is included in the next section on investing; contrary to other types of food 

communicating, exchange rituals were defined as much by what was received 

as by what was given. 

Acquiring 

The canteen played a role in status consumption, as it provided the children 

with the opportunity to perform ‘adult’ rituals such as handling money, making 

independent choices, and purchasing products. These adult rituals ensured that 

foods purchased independently were at the top of the consumption hierarchy, 

as illustrated in the excerpts and the drawings from Kiera (LSES, girl, group, 11, 

2P, p/t work) below: 

M: What's the most popular food at school? 

C: Food from the canteen. (LSES, boy, group, Cody, 8, SP, p/t work). 

Unpopular kids don't buy from the canteen. They only bring food 

from home. (LSES, girl, group, Hannah, 11, SP, f/t work). 
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Figure 5.2 Drawing of a popular girl by Kiera15  

 

Figure 5.3 Drawing of a lonely girl by Kiera 

 

 

15
 BFFL is a popular children’s abbreviation which stands for ‘best friends for life’. 



123 

Having money to spend at the canteen provided temporary power in the ability 

to purchase food gifts or even bestow cash on other children:  

There’s been a lot of money exchanging and, ‘If you buy me 

something from the canteen, I’ll buy you something’…One of the 

other kids will say, ‘Amy had a slushee today’, and I’ll say, ‘Well, 

where did she get the money from?’ And she’ll say, ‘Nicola bought it 

for me and then when she hasn’t got money, I’ll buy her one, when I 

get my money’. (LSES, parent, indv, Joanna, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

D: Sometimes people beg for money, if it’s canteen day, from people 

to get something [canteen was only open 3 days per week in this school].  

Jo: Because we’ve got canteen, people get like chocolate muffins and 

party pies and all that, and pikelets. Some people just give their 

friends some pikelets for free. (MSES, boy, group, Dale, 11, SP, p/t 

work). 

Possessing and Consuming 

Male Rituals 

Perhaps surprisingly, displaying high status foods was more important than 

eating them. Some of the boys identified one of the distinguishing features of 

popular boys as not hanging around eating at recess or lunch. They grabbed a 

quick snack and went off to play sport. This is a perception that is likely to 

support consumption of packaged foods over non-packaged foods: 

Field notes: Several boys arrive with balls. Some run straight to the 

sports shed and grab equipment. Several run off straight away to 

play sport. (HSES, Thursday 5th June 2008, Recess). 

Field notes: Lots of children, mostly boys, are playing and eat no 

recess. (LSES, Friday 2 June 2007, Recess). 

Field notes: The sports equipment shed (located inside the 

undercover area, where the children eat) was opened prior to the 

recess bell being rung. Most boys ran into the undercover area, 

without a lunch box or any food, grabbed equipment from the 
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playing shed, and ran onto the playing field without eating.  

I counted 46 girls sitting down eating recess and only 7 boys – 5 of 

these boys are eating alone and 2 are children from the Educational 

Support Unit16. All other boys are on the playing field. All girls 

appear to be sitting and eating their recess, except for three who ate 

nothing and went straight onto the bricked area to play with a 

skipping rope.  

Two of the teachers on duty asked how my research was going. I told 

them it was going well and commented on the fact that the boys 

hadn’t eaten. They nodded vigorously and commented that it was 

the same every day. One of the teachers pointed out that the boys 

would be unable to concentrate in their lessons after recess. (MSES, 

Monday 12th June 2008, Recess). 

Children without friends would appear to have few options other than to sit 

around, and, consequently, popular boys may have wished to avoid the 

behaviour of those who are not popular. This theme of not eating slowly was 

also discussed by the children in their interviews and depicted in the drawings 

of James (Figure 5.4) and Joseph (Figure 5.5). The boys articulated the belief that 

it was ‘not cool’ to spend time eating food: 

J: He’s just eating a salad, whereas the popular kid is eating chips 

and a burger and they are playing in the soccer field. 

M: Right. They are playing sport. 

D: They just gulp it all down. 

Jo: Yes, then run out and play with their friends and the other one 

was just by himself just reading a book because he had nothing else 

to do. (MSES, boys, group, Joseph, 12, 2P, f/t work; James, 11, 2P, f/t work; 

Dane, 11, 2P, p/t work). 

 

16
 This unit provides partial withdrawal and in-class support for children with learning disabilities. 
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Figure 5.4 Drawing of a lonely boy by James  

 

There were numerous comments about and depictions of reading, which was 

interesting given that there was no actual evidence of reading taking place in 

the playground. None of the children discussed such an occurrence during the 

interviews, other than when discussing their drawings, and there was no 

incident of boys or girls reading during the playground observations. It appears 

that reading in the playground was more a ‘worst-case scenario’ than a regular 

occurrence. 

Although each of the schools had an enforced eating period at the start of lunch, 

this appeared to be ineffective. All three schools had a policy of requiring the 

children to remain seated with their food for the first 15-20 minutes of 

lunchtime, after which everyone was free to leave. However, most children 

were not seated with their food until 10 minutes after the lunch bell, and many 
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were still arriving 15 minutes after the lunch bell. This appeared to be partly 

caused by the school, as most teachers taught right up to the bell, then asked 

children to pack away their materials; after which, they still had to collect their 

lunch bag, which was often not in the same room. It was also partly caused by 

the children dawdling and socialising, particularly the older children. Most 

seemed unfocused on the task of getting to the lunch area. This may be caused 

by a desire not to conform to an enforced sitting period that could easily be 

averted by arriving late. There was no observed admonishment for late arrivals: 

Field notes: The children are very slow – arriving in dribs and drabs. 

Many are still walking over to the undercover area at 12.10pm [lunch 

commenced at 12 noon]. I asked the teacher if it is usual for them to 

take this long to get over for lunch and she said that, yes, it was a 

constant annoyance to her. Children were still arriving at 12.15pm. 

(MSES, 15 May 2008, Lunch). 

Female Rituals 

Although the girls in this study seemed to place more time and focus on 

consuming foods than the boys did, it was not always a priority. Unlike the 

boys, this was not because they were in a hurry to go anywhere. The 

observation data indicated that they usually remained in or near the 

undercover eating areas. The older girls typically socialised with friends, and 

the younger girls often played with skipping ropes and hula-hoops. Even these 

physical activities were carried out close to the sport shed, which in every case 

was near the undercover eating area and therefore involved no movement 

around the school grounds: 

Field notes: Most of the girls are in the undercover area socialising. I 

count seven social groups of girls. Only a few individual boys in the 

undercover area. The rest of the boys are on the oval or wandering 

around. (LSES, Tuesday April 2007, Recess). 

The observation data indicated a female ritual among the older girls that 

appeared to be imitating an adult consumption ritual – drinking takeaway 

coffee with friends (although in this case it was warm Milo served in takeaway 
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coffee cups). As can be seen from the observation data below, when it was first 

observed the ritualistic nature of the behaviour was unclear. However, it was 

striking from the outset that multiple groups of older girls were participating in 

the same behaviour and that there was something familiar about the behaviour 

and mannerisms of the girls, though it was not at first obvious what this was 

until the behaviour was observed again a week later: 

Field notes: There are drinks being sold at the canteen. I notice quite 

a few groups of girls drinking what I think is hot Milo together out of 

polystyrene cups. (LSES, Friday 2 June 2007, Lunch). 

Field notes: I notice six girls are drinking cups of hot Milo. They 

seem to be playing grown ups. They are huddled together on the 

benches (the other children are eating on the floor or playing in the 

playground), with their legs crossed at the knees, cradling the cups 

in both their hands, chatting as a group and taking small sips. Their 

appearance reminds me of mothers sitting around in playgrounds 

drinking take away coffees and chatting while their children play. 

(LSES, Thursday 8 June 2007, Lunch). 

Although the female rituals were more conducive to food consumption (as they 

involved sedentary rather than physical activity), eating did not seem to be a 

main priority for the older girls, though they did appear to eat more food than 

the boys. Instead, the priority for the girls, particularly the older girls, was 

chatting to friends. In addition, reading was frequently included as a common 

lunchtime activity in the drawings of popular girls, although, again, the 

observation data recorded no incidence of this actually occurring: 

K: She’s [popular girl] got some Munchables, and some popcorn. 

M: And you think she’d [lonely girl] just have sandwiches instead of 

Munchables and popcorn. Okay. Lilly, tell us about your drawing. 

L: Popular kid – well she’s with her friends and she’s got chocolate 

and more chocolate then she’s got a few bits of fruit and stuff and 

they are sitting, and there is a magazine, so they are just looking at 

the magazine and stuff. 

M: Ok, and over here? 

L: Well she’s really dorky, she’s got those square glasses and bucked 

teeth and she’s fat, she’s got a bit of yoghurt on her mouth and she’s 
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wearing one of the goofy school hats. (MSES, girls, group, Katie, 11, 

SP, f/t work; Lilly, 11, 2P, f/t work; Mandy, 11, 2p, p/t work). 

Ritual Implications 

This time pressure on children’s food consumption has important implications 

for nutrition and cognitive functioning at school. If children have as little as five 

minutes to eat, they will be likely to favour packaged snack foods over fruit and 

vegetables; it would be difficult to consume a salad or apple in only a few 

minutes whilst talking with friends.  

This theme of the need for boys to have food that was quick to consume was 

apparent in the interviews, the drawings, the observations, and even during the 

lunchbox audit with the six year olds: 

M: Is there anything you don’t like today in your lunchbox? 

De: My rice crackers, because they take too long to eat… 

M: What would you like to have most in your lunch box? Let’s 

imagine your mum said, ‘I’m going to the supermarket you can 

choose anything you want for your lunch box tomorrow’, what 

would it be? 

De: I know, chocolate.  

M: Any special kind? 

De: Gimme Yogo! [This is a reference to Browne’s Yogo – a chocolate 

yogurt/desert. ‘Gimme Yogo’ is the catchphrase from the 

advertisement, which is spoken by the spokescharacter who is a blob 

of chocolate yogurt]. 

M: Gimme Yogo. So chocolate yoghurt would be the best thing. And 

the worst thing from the supermarket to eat? What do you not like in 

your lunchbox, Declan? 

De: The thing I don’t like most is a long thing like an apple or pear. 

M: Do you mean things that take a long time to eat? 

De: Yes. (MSES, boy, group, Declan, 6, 2P, p/t work). 

This was noted in the observations – some boys were seen to grab a snack bar 

from their bag, drop their bag on the floor, and walk straight to the oval, 

consuming the bar on their way – a snack bar can be consumed in three bites; 

an apple cannot. It can also be seen in Joseph’s picture below that one of the 

popular children is consuming what appears to be a Cadbury’s family block of 
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chocolate, which he is able to eat easily with one hand whilst playing on the 

oval with friends: 

Joseph: You’ve got some kids over here playing tennis and then 

you’ve got a guy eating chocolate – not very good food for him. 

M: Is this kid [the boy eating chocolate] popular or unpopular? 

Joseph: Popular, and he’s playing with his friends. 

M: Okay, so he’s eating chocolate but he’s popular. So why aren’t 

these kids eating lunch? 

Joseph: Because they have finished their lunches already, and he’s 

just sitting by himself reading. [Later on in the interview…] 

M: Have you seen the Cadbury’s ad? 

James: The one where they eat the chair? 

Joseph: Which one is that, is it the one with the chocolate people? 

M: Yes. Where the world is chocolate. 

Joseph: I’ve seen the one with the Maze, and water; the ocean one. 

James: I wouldn’t mind if the world were made of chocolate. (MSES, 

group, Joseph, 12, 2P, f/t work; James, 11, 2P, f/t work). 

Figure 5.5 Drawing of a lonely boy by Joseph 

(also showing popular boys who are described as playing together, one of whom is eating a 
family block of chocolate) 
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The campaign for Cadbury’s chocolate was a source of great enjoyment for the 

children and parents in this sample, with many children and parents 

spontaneously bursting into song with the lyrics of the campaign (‘Wouldn’t it 

be nice if the world was Cadbury’s’, which were set to the melody of the Beach 

Boys song17). This series of advertisements featured a family consuming bars of 

chocolate whilst carrying out a range of activities, such as surfing in the ocean, 

walking through a maze, visiting the cinema, sightseeing and walking on the 

moon. The excerpt above shows that Joseph was aware of this campaign and it 

is possible that Joseph’s drawing of a popular child eating a bar of chocolate 

whilst playing with friends was influenced by the behaviour observed in the 

chocolate campaign. 

The parents were aware that their children prioritised social needs when eating 

with friends. Some of the parents discussed this as a motive for selecting easily 

consumed packaged snacks for their children, rather than fruit or vegetables: 

S: The lunch box would come home with nothing eaten anyway, 

except for the muesli bar or something that was quick and easy to 

eat. In the end, it’s like ‘what can I give her that she’s going to eat’? I 

know she used to come home after eating virtually nothing, so it was 

a question of: do I give her something that’s not great, but at least 

she’s going to eat and give her a bit of energy to get through the day, 

or nothing. 

M: Does 'Crunch and Sip' help [a scheduled class break for water and 

fruit/veg]? 

S: Yes, that has helped. It's because they get the time. They’re 

planning what they’re going to do after lunch – they only have such 

 

17
 These ads combined claymation with the Beach Boys song, ‘Wouldn’t it be Nice?’ The family have 

adventures whilst eating chocolate. Everything is made of chocolate and the lyrics relate to chocolate:  
’Wouldn’t it be nice if the world was Cadbury? 
You could eat your way through outer space 
Discovering new life on stars and planets 
A triumph for the Cadbury’s human race 
If you’re gonna conquer alien ground 
Just make sure you’ve got enough to go around 
Wouldn’t it be nice?’ (http://bonbonlove.wordpress.com/2009/04/16/wouldnt-it-be-nice-if-the-world-was-
cadbury-3/) 
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a short time to do it in – so they’re let out of their class and they’re all 

so excited, they don’t have time to eat. I think it’s more the time 

factor, so now you can sit at your desk, and you’re allowed to eat, 

sitting at your desk. (HSES, girl, group, Sandy, 7, 2P, f/t work). 

It’s not that she doesn’t want to eat it, it’s that there’s too much 

socialising to be done. She’ll eat the things that are quick and easy to 

eat, but the apples and things will stay until last, and then if they’ve 

got to go off, then she’ll leave it. (MSES, parent, indv, Nora, 2ch, 2P, p/t 

work). 

This section has focused on the use of high status foods to communicate 

affiliation and status; however, there were exceptions to this. The children 

mentioned that a few of their peers were popular despite failing to consume 

high status foods. In all cases, these children were declared to have exceptional 

redeeming characteristics, such as sporting prowess or physical attractiveness: 

O: Peter is healthy and he’s basically the most popular boy at school, 

because he’s got blonde hair as well. 

Mike: Yes, and I eat healthy and I’m pretty popular. 

M: So does he have none of the cool stuff? 

O: Not really, he’s more of a sporty person, does sport whenever he 

can. (HSES, boys, group, Owen, 10, 2P, no work; Mike, 10, SP, no work). 

There’s the popular person and his friend and then there’s people 

crowded around him coz he’s popular…and in his lunchbox I put 

sandwiches coz they’re like…normal sandwiches and fruit so yeah 

coz he might be sort of very sporty and that’s why he’s popular. 

(HSES, boy, indv, Tim, 12, SP, p/t work). 
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Figure 5.6 Drawing of a lonely boy by David 

 

Figure 5.7 Drawing of a popular boy by David 
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Whilst the boys’ exemption related to sporting ability, the girls’ exemption 

related to concerns about body weight. A couple of the older girls (aged 12) 

expressed concern about body weight in the interviews, and others included the 

theme in their drawings. For these girls, the social pressure to be physically 

attractive caused them to relinquish foods that were fun and cool for foods that 

had minimal calories. Some of the older girls depicted their popular girls eating 

salads and/or appearing noticeably thinner than their lonely counterparts: 

Figure 5.8 Drawing of a popular girl by Geeta 

(MSES, girl, group, 12, SP, f/t work) 
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Figure 5.9 Drawing of a lonely girl by Geeta 

 



135 

Figure 5.10 Drawing of a popular girl by Laura 

(MSES, girl, group, 8, 2P, p/t work) 

 

Figure 5.11 Drawing of a lonely girl by Laura  
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Figure 5.12 Drawing of a popular girl by Nishtha 
(MSES, girl, group, 12, 2P, p/t work). 

 

Figure 5.13 Drawing of a lonely girl by Nishtha 
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These images show that the girls, although still ensconced in the relative shelter 

of primary school, were already aware of social pressure for women to appear 

thinner and sexually desirable – hence the curves, high heels, short skirts and 

make up. The signs of adolescent rebellion are also looming in these pictures, as 

apparent from the shortening hemlines, replacement of glasses and braces with 

make up, and in changes to body decoration, for example: the bindi on the 

forehead of Nishtha’s lonely girl, is substituted with body piercing on the face 

of her popular girl, and Geeta’s popular girl has bleached hair. 

Perhaps the increasing pressure on girls to be seen as physically attractive offers 

some kind of protection from HFSS foods as they enter adolescence. However, 

the potential for harm from body image disorders prevents this enabler of 

healthy eating from being incorporated in any social marketing campaign, nor 

is it clear that this perceived pressure to be thin will help reverse earlier weight 

gain. 

On the other hand, the data indicate that the perceived pressure for boys to be 

physically fit and good at sport may be an important theme for social 

marketing. Although it puts pressure on children who are already overweight, 

this appears to be a highly salient theme for encouraging healthy eating in boys. 

Although the girls’ drawings are shown here as exceptions to the theme of 

status consumption through food, they are in fact a variation on this theme. The 

girls are still using food to achieve status and they are still practising 

psychosocial eating. The girls are showing their awareness of the pressure to be 

thin and attractive in order to popular, an issue raised several times in the 

parent interviews; this awareness in itself may be an indirect effect of the 

media. 



138 

Communicating in Family Groups 

Food was also used to communicate within family groups, both nuclear and 

extended. There were several dimensions to food communication in families. 

Firstly, the food communication between children and their parents and 

grandparents mostly intended to convey the adults’ love and support for the 

child. Secondly, there is food communication that occurs between siblings. 

Although there are likely to be other aspects to food communication in families, 

the dimensions described below were those that were apparent in these data. 

The food communication in these families occurred mostly through gifting of 

food. There appeared to be three types of parental gifting practised in these 

communities: Agapic gifting (based on Belk and Coon’s theory (1993)), 

compensatory gifting and self gifting. Each is considered below. 

Agapic Gifting 

One of the most basic reasons for parental food gifting appeared to be simply 

motivated by love of the child. Parents used gifts of food to communicate 

messages to the child that they are loved and cherished and that they are 

special. 

Every night we make some popcorn, coz it’s kind of like we celebrate 

every night. (LSES, girl, group, Ada, 7, 2P, no work).  

Sometimes, what I do is when it’s been good, the kids are happy and 

you know, so we go through McDonald’s and we get three ice-

creams, because they cost like $1.50 and it’s so cheap. So we get the 

three ice-creams, and I just say: Let’s just celebrate the fact that it’s a 

beautiful day, it’s nice, we are doing well. (HSES, parent, indv, 

Annabelle, 1ch, 2P, f/t work). 

The Kindys they come to school just twice a week, so the parents feel 

like ‘Let them have the most, just two days they are going to school, 

so let them carry whatever they like, and plenty’. (LSES, Parent, 

group, Sunita, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 
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Some of the parents, particularly in the high socio-economic school, did not 

allow their children habitual access to HFSS foods. In these cases, they 

described incidents where this had caused emotional strain and distress 

watching their children miss out on food enjoyed by their peers. To withhold 

enjoyment from their children in the face of social norms seemed to be an 

emotional challenge to parental instincts: 

We went to Deep Water Point and we all sat down and had snacks, 

and there were treats and that was fine, but then one of the children 

wants hot chips, so then they all have to have them. Then I feel bad 

because the other children are sharing with her, and my child is 

eating their food, but I haven't paid anything towards it. And she 

looks at me with these big eyes and you feel awful. It's just always 

more, more, more and I think it's enough. (HSES, parent, group, 

Sandy, 7, 2P, f/t work). 

What their friends eat, you know, that’s a thing. For a while there, I 

was putting a lot of muesli bars in their lunches, and I thought ‘What 

am I doing this for? These aren’t great for you.’ So I stopped, and 

then I got all these complaints about what their friends were getting 

– all these yummy muesli bars; so that was a trigger – their friends… 

We go out, and particularly when they were little, we used to go to 

cafes or playgrounds a lot and it was just the thing to get what 

everyone would call ‘chippies’, you know, a bucket of chips [hot 

chips]. So, I’d cave in then because I felt the peer pressure as a 

mother to give them a treat…At netball on Saturday, a little girl was 

coming back with us and her dad had given her $5 and she stopped 

on the way out and got an ice cream and I looked at my daughter 

and she looked at me, but she didn’t even bother asking, she just 

walked out, and then we went home. I felt really awful then. (HSES, 

parent, indv, Jill, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

Agapic gifting seems to provide the only explanation for one of the most 

perplexing behaviours uncovered during data collection – parental delivery of 

fast food to their children at school: 

M: How do you get McDonald's at school? 

C: My mum… 

A: Came and dropped it off. 

C: She drives to McDonald's and gets it and then drives here and 
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gives it to me. 

M: What do the other kids say when they see that? 

C: They just want some, but I just say no because we’re not allowed 

to share food. 

M: Do you get the toy as well? [She nods] Why would Mum do this? 

C Because we haven’t had McDonald's at school for a while and I 

said I want a little meal. (LSES, girl, group, Ada, 7, 2P, no work). 

Every second Thursday I will go and get them something for their 

lunch at school, like a Boost smoothie. They are quite happy to have 

them for lunch. I drop them off at school. (MSES, parent, indv, Beth, 

2ch, 2P, p/t work). 

There is the occasional parent at school who shows up at lunchtime 

with Hungry Jacks for the child’s lunch. (HSES, parent, indv, Liz, 1ch, 

2P, p/t work). 

This behaviour was also observed in the middle socio-economic school where 

one of the mothers arrived at the school and gave her child a Subway Kidz Pak 

for his lunch [containing a roll, a soft drink, an Uncle Toby’s Roll Up bar and a 

toy]. This meal deal was advertised frequently before and during the data 

collection (observed incidentally by the researcher) in a long-running campaign 

that featured children eating lunch in the school playground. 

It seems impossible to explain the behaviour of parents delivering take away 

food to the school with mainstream marketing concepts such as convenience 

and price. It seems most likely that this type of food gifting was a gesture of 

love. It was possibly also a form of communicating well-being to the rest of the 

school community. As this behaviour was most prevalent in the lower socio-

economic school, this second scenario may well be an important component as 

many of these families would be living under financial stress. These 

conspicuous food gifts from parents to their children would have signalled to 

the community that the family was financially and emotionally secure. 
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Children who did not make assumptions about the financial well being of 

children without high status foods were likely to assume instead that the 

children had a less happy and supportive family. 

J: That one [lonely child] looks sad. She probably comes from a strict 

family, so she might have to have all healthy foods. 

C: But normally, when I have junk food, I’m happy, not sad. 

J: Yeah. So her mum and dad probably have been really strict and 

given her healthy food and don’t give her the ‘Star Smarties’ 

[Nestle’s chocolate snack bars] things. (LSES, girls, group, Jane, 12, SP, 

f/t work; Caitlin, 12, 2P, f/t work).  

I thought this one [lonely girl] maybe really likes Rollups, but her 

dad doesn’t buy a treat for her. (HSES, girl, group, Fiona, 8, 2P, f/t 

work). 

Food and emotions are closely linked (Kaplan 2000), and their emotional 

proximity was evident to the children in this study. The comments below were 

made during the collage and drawing projective activities: 

A: I think that girl [popular] might have lots of unhealthy things and 

that girl [lonely] doesn’t like what she has, that are healthy things. 

M: What makes you think that? 

A: Because she looks sad at having no unhealthy things. (LSES, girl, 

group, Ada, 7, 2P, no work). 
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Figure 5.14 Lunchbox Collage by Ada 
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I gave this boy here [popular boy] all the junk and all that because he 

looks happy. (MSES, girl, group, Dale, 11, SP, p/t work). 

Figure 5.15 Lunchbox Collage by Dale 
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She looks sad and she really wants a treat, and this girl looks happy 

because she’s got hypo stuff. (HSES, girl, indv, Elisa, 7, 2P, no work). 

Figure 5.16 Lunchbox Collage by Elisa 

 

 

A: He’s a bit sad because no one likes his lunch and he always gets 

the same thing, like cheese sticks and peanut butter and apple. 
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M: What’s going on with his clothes, what is this here? 

A: He’s a bit ragged, he’s a bit sad because, he’s not, like, has to get 

his own food. (HSES, girl, indv, Andrea, 10, 2P, f/t work). 

Figure 5.17 Drawing of a lonely child by Andrea 

 

This last comment by Andrea contains a veiled accusation towards the parents 

– the fact that her character was sad about his lunchbox was the parents’ fault 

for failing to pack interesting foods. This type of parental blame was found 

elsewhere in the data, suggesting that not only do parents use food to express 

their love and support for the child, the child interprets access to certain foods 

as a measure of parental love and kindness: 

A: She’s sad because she doesn’t like her mum very much. 

M: Why doesn’t she like her mum? 

A: Because she doesn’t give her the right things that she likes. (MSES, 

girl, group, Ashley, 7, 2P, p/t work). 
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I reckon she [lonely girl] would probably have healthy food because 

she doesn’t look so happy and she [popular girl] would have sweet 

food…When I have healthy food I sulk coz mum doesn’t let me have 

anything else. (MSES, girl, indv, Molly, 9, 2P, p/t work). 

His mum [one of his classmates] is like a servant she loves him that 

much…He says, ‘Get me a Pepsi, or some sort of Fanta!’ (HSES, boy, 

group, Carl, 7, 2P, p/t work). 

A different type of agapic gifting was also identified in the sample. There were 

several incidents of immediate and extended family members using food to 

show support and affection for the child against the express wishes of the 

primary carer: 

B: I’ve seen an ad for chocolate biscuits and my mum said, ‘No’, 

because I need to watch my weight because I’m getting overweight. 

So, she said, ‘No’, and so the next day he [Dad] comes home with 

some of these chocolate biscuits and hides them in the cupboard. 

M: And did he give you some? 

B: Yes, he gave me one for recess today. 

M: And what did mum say when she saw that? 

B: She hasn’t seen it yet. 

M: So does dad do much shopping of food? 

B: Not usually, usually it’s my mum. (MSES, boy, group, Brent, 11, 2P, 

p/t work). 

With my siblings, we all have got kids anyway and the only thing we 

do is maybe give the kids more chocolate. You know, because we’re 

allowed to treat them. Like, if the kids had been in trouble, because 

we’re not their parents, we’re only their aunties and uncles, we’re 

allowed to treat them like, ‘Here’s some money, go and get some…’ 

‘But, we’re not allowed to’ [imitating child’s voice] ‘Oh, go on’. So, 

we treat them that way. (LSES, parent, group, Tania, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 

It is arguable that these incidents were motivated by power and control, and 

there may have been an element of this. It is possible the father resented the 

mother’s criticism of the son’s weight, equally, he may simply have felt sorry 

for the child and wished to communicate support and affection. Whilst these 

were isolated cases, this problem appeared to be occurring on an epidemic scale 
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amongst the grandparents in the sampled families. This is discussed in the 

following section. 

Food Communication and ‘The Grandparent Syndrome’ 

Many of the parents and children reported that food was used by grandparents 

to communicate messages about the nature and quality of their relationship 

with their grandchildren. This involved heavy usage of treat foods to tell 

grandchildren that, although they are adults with the accompanying control 

and power over children, they are also rewarding to be with. Food seemed to be 

a tool that some grandparents used to differentiate their role from other carers 

and parents; sending a message that time spent with them was more rewarding 

than time with other adults. 

A: The grandparents just come with the sugared buns and the lollies 

every time they see the kids, so the kids automatically associate nana 

and grandpa with lollies and food…Probably every couple of weeks 

they see them and mum will bring a big bag of lollies with her. 

(HSES, parent, indv, Anne, 1ch, 2P, no work). 

My mum is constantly offering all of her grandchildren rubbish. 

Whenever she looks after them, when we go to pick them up she’s 

given them three icy poles. It’s not just one, it’s in excess. So, she’s a 

real big problem when it comes to trying to teach the kids to eat well. 

(LSES, parent, group, Melody, 3ch, 2P, no work). 

The comments below from Annabelle, Anne and Jane indicate that the different 

attitude of grandparents towards feeding children sub-optimal foods was not a 

generational difference. Attitudes seem to change when people became 

grandparents. 

It’s interesting that I remember my mum getting really angry at my 

grandmother for giving me treats and saying it’s rubbish; she used to 

give us Twisties and things and yet she’s doing the same thing now. 

So I always, I say that to her and she says, ‘It changes being a 

grandparent’. (HSES, parent, indv, Annabelle, 1ch, 2P, f/t work). 
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I think it’s a real syndrome. My mum never, ever gave me food like 

that, yet with my kids and even my sister who has a one-year-old 

baby, mum is trying to hand him a lolly snake. (HSES, parent, indv, 

Anne, 1ch, 2P, no work). 

I was thinking, this is a complete change from when I was a kid and I 

used to sit at the table until it was stone cold and if I didn’t eat it, 

well that was it. You just sat there till you ate it. If they 

[grandchildren] are not wanting to eat it, she’s never pushed them. It 

was a completely different sort of upbringing the second time 

around. Yes, everything has changed from how you were brought 

up, to the grandchildren it’s completely different. It’s like, you know, 

less pressure or something. I don’t know what it is with them 

[grandparents], but I mean she’s much more lenient with them then 

she ever was with us. (MSES, girl, indv, Jane, 12, SP, p/t work). 

It is likely that this difference in attitude stems from a perception that the 

grandchildren are only with them for a limited time and so everyday rules need 

not apply. However, it is apparent from the comment by Jane (above), and from 

Bella (below), that some of these children were spending considerable amounts 

of time with their grandparents: 

They used to go to Nanna’s, and Nanna would buy them – she used 

to live round the corner from Hungry Jacks and McDonald’s. It was 

always, ‘Can we go to Nanna’s for dinner?’ We would pop up to 

Nanna’s, and she would be like, ‘Let’s go to McDonald’s’. It used to 

be a very big problem, or they would go and stay at her house and 

she would be cooking and they would say, ’We don’t want 

vegetables tonight’, and she would say, ‘All right’, and give them 

steak and chips. To me, that’s not good. But now they have to [eat 

vegetables], they can’t go to anyone else for food other than me. 

(LSES, parent, indv, Bella, 2ch, SP, f/t work). 

Bella and Jane are both single, working mothers. They are trying to raise two 

children on their own and both depend on their mothers for childcare whilst 

they work. These grandparents played a critical role in reinforcing or 

undermining healthy eating for their grandchildren. Rather than encouraging 

their tired daughters to persist with healthy eating, in spite of the children’s 

resistance, the grandparents became enablers of unhealthy eating, thereby 
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compromising their grandchildren’s long-term health for the psychosocial 

benefits they received in the form of an enhanced relationship and happy 

children. 

The indulgent nature of the grandparental relationship was also noted by the 

children, who seemed to enjoy time with their grandparents because of the 

increased access to HFSS foods: 

J: The main time that I go to McDonald’s is when I’m at my Granny 

and Grandad’s house... 

M: What else do they get you that mum and dad won’t get? 

J: Starbursts, those little Starbursts square lollies, I love them. They 

get them and they get, they got Lemonade they got all the fizzy 

drinks and they’ve got a keyboard and a piano and they’ve got a TV 

in my room. (MSES, girl, indv, Jill, 10, 2P, f/t work). 

M: What about the toys you get with fast food restaurants, like 

McDonald’s and Hungry Jacks do you ever get those? 

Molly: In Hungry Jacks and Subway that’s the only one, or 

sometimes Chicken Treat and Red Rooster, and they are all the ones I 

mainly get. From Hungry Jacks, no McDonald’s I’ve gotten, well my 

Nanna bought me the Strawberry Shortcake Dolls and it’s got lip 

gloss in the hat. From Hungry Jacks, I got Inspector Gadget thing, I 

got the walkie talkie, like the dog barks at it, so you put it down and 

then you speak and the dog replies. 

M: And who takes you for those? 

Molly: Nanna. 

M: Okay. Will mum take you? 

Molly: Sometimes. When we are going on holiday she doesn’t want 

to cook so she takes us out to Subway. 

M: This is mum? 

Molly: Yes. Because you can have healthy foods at Subway so, she 

takes me to Subway. 

M: So you ask Nanna if you see a toy that you like at McDonald’s? 

Molly: Usually she will say yes, but sometimes she says no. 

M: And what does mum say about this? 

Molly: No. Only on holidays she says, but for special times, yes… 

M: Have you seen the ad for Munchables? 

Molly: Yes, yes that’s a funny ad, I’d rate that five out of five.  

M: Have you asked for them? 

Molly: Yes. 

M: And what did mum say? 
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Molly: No, but Nanna said yes, but I didn’t get one because I had to 

go home because she was just about to open it but then, ‘ding-dong’ 

[makes the sound of a doorbell], I had to go. So, I never got to have 

them. (MSES, girl, indv, Molly, 9, 2P, p/t work). 

The Rebel Grandparent 

It is interesting to note in Molly’s comment above that she was not able to eat 

the Munchables bar, or take it with her once her mother arrived. Nanna had 

purchased the snack bar especially for Molly, yet Molly had to forgo it. The fact 

that Molly has previously requested this food from her mother and been told 

she cannot have it, indicates that Molly was knowingly breaking the rules and 

hiding this from the mother. It is possible that Nanna was an innocent 

accomplice, however, it is reasonable to assume that Nanna was aware of the 

rules and willingly broke them. 

The rebel grandparent was a recurring theme in the discussions about 

grandparents and food. It appeared that some grandparents ignored parental 

rules about food, thereby positioning themselves as above the law. A particular 

theme alluded to above was the grandparents sneaking food behind parents’ 

backs: 

When we get together with my sister and their children, my mum is 

terrible. My niece has a peanut allergy and she gets anaphylaxis, so 

my mum brings these Twix bars, because Sarah likes these Twix 

bars…The dog knocked over her bowl of pasta which had been 

specially brought from home and she was terribly upset. My mum is 

here going, ‘I’ve got a bag of Twix here she can eat’. My sister said, 

‘No, she’s got some fruit here – she can eat some fruit’, and we 

actually saw her pull my niece aside and give her the Twix and say, 

‘Here eat these’. (LSES, parent, group, Melody, 3ch, 2P, no work). 

My grandparents are constantly sneaking things to them as long as I 

can remember. (MSES, parent, indv, Beth, 3ch, 2P, p/t work). 

My mum came over and I said, ‘Try not to give her anything like 

Coke’, coz we’d worked it out [that sugared drinks affect her 

daughter’s behaviour]. And she was like, ‘Oh that’s rubbish, it 
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doesn’t affect them’, and I said, ‘It does’. Then she had her one day 

and gave her soft drink and she went on a riot. (MSES, parent, indv, 

Nora, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 

This ‘sneaking’ emphasises that these grandparents are adults who do not 

necessarily respect or comply with parental authority. This may help to create a 

special and unique adult-child relationship. This food communication from 

grandparents may also be a form of food investment. The habitual gifting of 

foods and toys may serve as a long-term investment that could pay dividends 

in the child’s continued relationship with the grandparents as they approach 

adolescence and develop interests beyond the family. 

The excerpt below from Annie reveals an interesting aspect of the Rebel 

Grandparent. It appears that parents who try to persuade these grandparents to 

support healthy eating may trigger a novel form of psychological reactance, 

whereby the parents (in this case, grandparents) rebel against pressure to 

conform from their own children. 

You go up there [to the grandparents] and mum says, 'Here have a 

juice', and I say, 'Mum, they don’t drink juice', and she says, 'But they 

like it when they come here, and it’s not juice it’s the 35%'. So yes, it 

does cause a little bit of conflict…She probably does it more of a 

power thing – not liking your child telling you what’s healthy. 

(HSES, parent, indv, Annie, 1ch, 2P, f/t work). 

A final point about the Grandparent Syndrome is that these grandparents do 

not appear to be solely to blame for overindulging their grandchildren with 

sub-optimal foods. There appeared to be an expectation on grandparents to 

participate in this behaviour. The data suggest it was considered normal and 

endearing for grandparents to overindulge their grandchildren: 

I love it when I’ve cleaned their teeth when we’ve stayed at my 

parents house and we are watching a video before bed and dad 

sneaks up with a chocolate for them, and they come and you can 

smell it on them and you know he’s been sneaking chocolates, they 

do that but I honestly don’t mind that too much because it’s an 
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occasional treat and it’s fun and it’s nice memories…They say, ‘When 

they are here, they are going to get spoilt! [Laughs] (HSES, parent, 

group, Jill, 2ch, 2p, p/t work). 

When we visit them they are over east and New Zealand, they say, 

‘I’m the grandma, I can do what I like’, but it’s only an occasional 

treat. (HSES, parent, group, Rebecca, 1ch, 2p, f/t work). 

T: I get annoyed with my mum, because she only gives them healthy 

stuff and she won’t give them Coke, but I want her to spoil them. Let 

her spoil them, it’s like, ‘You are their Grandma, like have chocolate 

biscuits in your cupboard’, and she doesn’t. 

W: You would love my mother-in-law, she would have them 

bouncing off the walls. (LSES, parents, group, William, 3ch, 2P, no work; 

Terry, 2ch, SP, f/t work). 

The last excerpt from Terry indicates that treats and overindulgence were so 

closely associated with being a grandparent, that abstinence was viewed as 

aberrant behaviour. Grandma’s failure to spoil her grandchild caused the 

mother, who had talked extensively about the importance of healthy eating, to 

wonder if her child was ‘missing out’ on her full entitlement of grandparental 

love. 

It should be noted that this example was one of a few exceptions in the data. 

Most parents expressed resentment that grandparents were making an already 

difficult aspect of parenting even harder. However, it indicates how prevalent 

grandparental food gifting is when a grandparent who abstains from the 

behaviour was treated as though she was depriving her grandchild. 

Food Communication and Fussy Eating 

It appeared as though some children in the sample used fussy eating to gain 

additional attention and elevated status in their busy households. The following 

excerpts illustrate how children could use food to secure more attention and 

support in stressful family situations. The first excerpt is from Hannah’s 

mother. Hannah was eleven years old and shared a bedroom with her 
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handicapped sister so that she could help with her sister’s breathing apparatus 

during the night. Hannah spoke during the interview of feeling guilty that 

sometimes, when she was tired, it took her a long time to wake up during the 

night to help her sister. During the interview with Hannah’s mother, she also 

talked of Hannah helping with her sister’s care during the daytime. This was 

the background against which Hannah’s mother spoke for almost an hour and a 

half about Hannah’s ‘fussy’ eating. It was a topic that her mother paid great 

attention to and she provided elaborate descriptions of the foods that Hannah 

would and would not eat, and the special ways that food had to be prepared for 

her (no sauces, no lumps and nothing that ‘looks messy’). The following excerpt 

provides an insight into how this fussy eating resulted in special status for 

Hannah, a child in much need of recognition and attention: 

Hannah likes raw carrots and when it comes to Sunday dinner, she’d 

have everything separate, her potatoes and Yorkshire puddings and 

a few peas, and my mum would cut raw carrots up just for her and 

my sister would say, ‘Why has she got raw carrots? Share them out 

Hannah so the other kids can have some’, coz she’d have a big bowl, 

and me mum and me would say, ‘No, they’re just for Hannah, coz 

she doesn’t eat anything else’. (LSES, parent, group, Tania, 2ch, 2p, no 

work). 

Another example of this phenomenon is seen in the excerpt below from 

Joshua’s mother. Joshua was a four-year-old boy with two brothers, the 

younger of whom was autistic. Joshua’s mother expressed guilt that a lot of her 

attention was focused on Sam, their autistic child. They had introduced a 

special diet for Sam, which they believed might help manage his autism. As this 

diet excluded wheat, dairy and gluten, it had been very time intensive for the 

parents. Melody felt that Joshua ‘missed out’ and that Joshua felt this too: 

Our middle child has autism, and a lot of focus goes on him. ‘Well 

done – he’s said a word’, and Joshua is like, ‘I say words all the time’, 

and it’s like, ‘Well you know that’s good’. I just find that, because, 

you know – he goes to his therapy, he goes to the doctor’s 

appointments – I feel like my other two are kind of gone a bit to the 
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wayside. So, I do feel that sometimes that I will give him what I think 

is a treat food because he’s been so good and he’s had to sit there 

patiently while we’ve been doing other things for Sam, and so I feel 

like I am a bit guilty of that because I feel like he misses out and I feel 

guilty that I don’t give him as much praise that the other child is 

getting. (LSES, parent, group, Melody, 3ch, 2p, no work). 

At the time of the event described below, Joshua’s mother was expecting their 

third child. This may explain why a behaviour that originated under genuinely 

traumatic circumstances continued long after its resolution. The situation began 

when Joshua put a bottle-top in his mouth and started choking: 

Mel: We managed to get it out, but he refused to eat because he 

thought he would choke. We ended up at PMH [the children’s 

hospital]. We were in there for a week, and I was pregnant with my 

third child. He was on a drip because he wasn’t eating, he was that 

scared of food that he was going to choke, and the first thing he 

started eating – which the hospital introduced – was chocolate. They 

said, ‘The only way we are allowed to discharge him is if he starts 

eating again’. I think in the course of a couple of hours, he ate three 

Kit-Kats, a Snickers [chocolate bar] and a Freddo [chocolate bar], and 

they said that was enough to discharge him and if he didn’t want to 

eat anything but chocolate and chips then that was fine….It was a 

period of months and that was all that he would eat would be 

chocolate. 

M: It went on for a while? 

Mel: It’s just been in the past year he started to eat properly again…It 

was just a very slow process even when he did start eating again 

he’d have a little bit and then he’d say, ‘That’s too much’. (LSES, 

parent, group, Melody, 3ch, 2p, no work). 

Although choking on a bottle-top caused genuine trauma for Joshua, his 

continued refusal to eat anything but chocolate for several months may have 

been influenced by the attention he received from his parents. One explanation 

is that Joshua created his own ‘special diet’ in the aftermath of this incident, and 

thereby recaptured the attention of his mother from the demands of his sibling 

and his sibling’s special diet. Refusing to eat at the hospital resulted in Joshua’s 

mother remaining at his side, alone with him 24 hours a day for an entire week, 
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at a time when he was possibly afraid of loosing more of her attention with the 

arrival of another sibling. 

It would be wrong to suggest that all the special dietary needs of children in 

this sample were simply attention-getting behaviours. However, this may 

explain some of the fussy eating that was abundant in the data. 

Compensatory Gifting 

The belief that material gains can diminish socio-emotional losses has been 

widely documented (for example: Holt, Thompson & Iacobucci 2004; Rucker & 

Galinsky 2008). It was identified here in a different form – trying to compensate 

for others’ losses through gifts. In this case, some of the parents appeared to be 

using food to compensate their children for things such as lack of material 

possessions, or loss of time with a parent or loss of access to a parent through 

separation. 

Although this belief that treat foods can compensate for children’s deprivation 

in other areas was discussed explicitly only a few times in this study, it was a 

theme that was implicit in many of the conversations with parents. It was 

articulated by one of the teachers on playground duty during an observation in 

the lower socio-economic school: 

Field notes: I chatted to Rani, the teacher on duty. She says the 

problem is a socio-economic one, and the parents are compensating 

for what they can't give their children. Rani says that the families in 

the area are very poor and have to go without a lot, but with food, 

they get to indulge, because it's relatively cheap, compared to almost 

anything else. She thinks that parents feel guilty and are trying to 

compensate, make themselves and their children feel better. (LSES, 

23 June 2008, Recess). 

Family dynamics appeared to be a major cause of compensatory consumption, 

in particular, the increased time pressure caused by two working parents and 

single parent families. Many of the parents discussed the use of food to 
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compensate for time not spent with the child and to enhance the special quality 

of limited time spent together: 

You try to compensate with like ‘Look, I have bought you a nice 

cream cake or something because you have been to school all day'. 

(HSES, parent, indv, Sandy, 2ch, SP, no work). 

I think it’s really sad that we are not spending the time with them 

and we feel we have to compensate, and it’s not just with the food, 

it’s with toys and I think it’s going into the whole parenting thing. If 

the kids are happy, you don’t argue with them because it’s not worth 

the argument, you just want a bit of peace. (LSES, parent, group, 

Paula, 3ch, 2P, p/t work). 

He’ll [dad] buy more of the chips and things mainly. It’s chips, the 

potato chips and the CC’s, and he’ll buy a bag of lollies. He used to 

pick them up from Kumon [an after school tutoring program] and he 

would buy them lollies and I would be really cross and I think it’s 

because he spends less time with them because he works long hours. 

I don’t think he was guilty and don’t think subconsciously maybe, 

but really he just thought ‘Look, I need to be nice to these kids, I 

want to be nice, I want to show them I care, and I haven’t been 

around.’ So he would buy them lollies, and I hate it because it’s so 

sugary, he would find the worst of the worst lollies and buy them! I 

think it’s partly because he, yes, he wants to be generous because 

he’s not there all the time and he wants to show his love in other 

ways, so he’ll buy them food! (HSES, parent, indv, Annabelle, 1ch, 2P, 

f/t work). 

In the example below, both parents are working full-time, which has led them 

to hire a carer to provide the children with their evening meal while they work 

late hours. In this case, just having a parent at their evening meal was a special 

treat, which precipitated an outing to a food outlet: 

Sandy: I only sometimes go to the shops with my dad to get lollies. 

M: So when does he normally take you on a special trip for lollies? 

Sandy: When my mum is out. So last night he took us out to get a 

kebab for dinner. We went to the ice cream shop and we got 

whatever ice cream we liked. 

M: Was it for special reason or because you just were spending time 

together? 

Sandy: It was a special reason because we normally have a baby 
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sitter at our house and so when my dad is home or mum and dad or 

just my mum we normally go, so it’s kind of like a special occasion so 

we normally go out for dinner. 

M: So how did you decide to go to the kebab shop? 

Sandy: Sometimes he asks us and sometimes he just says, and one of 

the next three nights he says we might go to the Japanese shop that 

we saw when we were walking home. Sometimes when I have 

friends over for lunch we go to a Chinese restaurant and when I just 

go out with my mummy and daddy we just go to the food court, but 

not on Mondays. On Mondays we go to the Chinese restaurant for 

dinner because we don’t go to the food hall on Monday’s because it’s 

not open on Mondays. (HSES, girl, group, Sandy, 7, 2P, f/t work). 

A particular pressure within the sample appeared to originate from family 

breakdown. In these cases the estranged parents were not only compensating 

for lost time and enhancing the special quality of time spent together, they were 

also using it as one of the few vehicles available to communicate their love to 

the child in the short time together: 

He has a mother that doesn’t see him very often, and of course 

whenever she sees him there are heaps of presents. So he’ll tend to 

ask for things that he sees on TV and quite often next time he sees his 

mother she’ll have it. He likes to go to McDonald’s, and we take him 

there, let him go there occasionally… When he meets his mother, 

she’s seen him twice this year I think, we generally acknowledge that 

she’s going to let him have a bit of a pig out there. (HSES, parent, 

indv, Jim, 1ch, 2P, no work). 

K: My mum and dad don’t live together anymore and they are both 

married again. My mum doesn’t like junk food and neither does her 

husband, but my dad doesn’t mind it and neither does his wife, so 

the only chance I’m going to get of having it is with my dad. 

M: Ok, so what do you say to him when you are there? 

Kate: Really easy to just twist him around the finger! 

Lilly: You're so lucky. 

M: Does he always say yes? 

K: Yes. (MSES, girls, group, Kate, 11, SP, f/t work; Lilly, 11, 2P, p/t work). 

In the excerpt above, the child feels that her estranged father unequivocally 

yields to her requests for treat foods. As illustrated by the section above on 

Agapic Gifting, the father was in a precarious position because many of the 



158 

children in the sample did interpret access to treat foods as a measure of 

parental love and kindness. Should the estranged parent refuse requests and try 

to enforce healthy eating, the child may resent the well-intentioned rules and 

the strained relationship may suffer further. This point was illustrated below in 

the comments made by Paul about his estranged father: 

M: Which are your favourite foods here? 

P: Vanilla Coke and normal Coke, but I don’t get it because my dad’s 

not nice and I like sports drinks but my dad says, ‘No, because it has 

too much coffee in it’. (MSES, boy, group, Paul, 8, SP, p/t, work). 

This was similar to the issue faced by the grandparents that were discussed 

above. They were criticised for over-indulgence, yet could be treated with 

resentment when they refrained from food gifting to their grandchildren. It 

appears that these gifting behaviours are so dominant that secondary carers 

may not afford to abstain without full support from the primary carer. 

Although this type of gifting appears to be on the dark side of consumer 

behaviour, it does have a bright side. Gifts given by estranged parents to 

communicate their love appeared to be able to convey this message to the 

children. There were moving examples of children finding comfort in the gifts 

of estranged parents. The quote below is from a child who emigrated with his 

family from Ireland; his parents have separated since their arrival and his father 

has left town whilst his mother has formed a relationship with another man: 

M: If you could have anything in your lunch box at all, what would it 

be? 

D: Probably a packet of chips that come from Ireland. That’s where I 

come from. They’re really nice; coz there’s so many, like, properly 

grown potatoes in Ireland. 

M: So you get them sent over by family do you? 

D: My Dad went over to Ireland a couple of weeks ago and he 

brought me three boxes full of the chips back. He’s down in Albany, 

coz he and my Mum are divorced. (LSES, boy, indv, Douglas, 11, SP, 

f/t work). 
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Another example is from Suzy who referred several times to the acrimonious 

break up of her parents, which had happened the previous year. In the excerpt 

below, Suzy describes how a sharing a bag of Twisties with her father during 

access visits was an opportunity for closeness: 

M: What sort of stuff have you asked for? 

Suzy: I normally ask my Dad. I ask him for Twisties… 

M: Now why do you ask for Twisties, out of all the wonderful things 

in the world, why Twisties? 

Suzy: Coz, I think I like my dad more, better than my mum, because, 

my dad, when we go camping by ourselves, we get to have Twisties, 

when we go there, just me and my daddy. Because, if my brother 

went down, my dad wouldn’t let me share. 

M: Why is that? 

Suzy: Because my brother doesn’t let me share any of the Twisties, so 

we have to get a packet each. So when my brother and dad go down, 

they get their own packets of Twisties, and when I go down with my 

dad we get Twisties to share with each other. (HSES, girl, group, Suzy, 

7, SP, p/t work). 

Self-Gifting – Vicarious Consumption 

Some of the comments made by parents suggested that buying treat foods for 

their children was a form of self-gifting. Parents and grandparents obviously 

derived pleasure – both vicarious and personal – from bestowing foods upon 

their children. Vicarious pleasure came in part from the ability to purchase 

products that were unavailable to themselves as children: 

I think it also comes down to, you want to give the kids what you 

couldn’t have as well. A lot of stuff, when I was young, we never had 

anything like they have now – that’s not just food, but toys – and you 

want to give them what you couldn’t have and I think prices make it 

so much more available for everyone today. (LSES, parent, group, 

Paula, 3ch, 2P p/t work). 

M: Is there anything that triggers the treats? 

Ma: I’m a nice mum! I’ve wondered myself, whether it’s because 

when I was brought up, it was just my brother and I, and we were 

not allowed to have soft drinks and all that sort of stuff unless it was 

a special occasion. I’m very aware that that just made us want it 



160 

more, me especially want it more, and I just think everything in 

moderation, you know. (HSES, parent, indv, Marie, 1ch, 2P, f/t work).  

Their dad, he uses it as bribery. Money burns a hole in his pocket. 

Every now and then he would say ‘Oh, I’ll take you down to get an 

ice-cream from Baskin Robbins’. For him, there is an element of a 

different life. He would not have had Mc Donald’s until he was in his 

twenties. He left school in year seven to look after his family, I think 

he’s got this ‘I will give you anything you want’, and he does, and 

money burns a hole in his pocket in the process. (MSES, parent, indv, 

Beth, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 

Apolaustic pleasure was derived from acquiring fun, new, interesting foods 

and toys. This revelation became apparent after several conversations where the 

mothers’ descriptions of their children’s preference for HFSS foods and their 

premiums evolved into conversations of their own preferences: 

Yeah, yeah and I used to want to [collect all the themed items in a 

‘Happy Meal’ premium]. When they had Winnie the Pooh, it was a 

honey pot and each week you can collect a piece to stick this honey 

pot together. I was saying ‘I have to go to McDonald’s to get this 

happy meal...I’m more of a sucker for those. The competitions and 

things…Yeah, that’s me. Not so much the kids, or my oldest son will 

point out something, ‘Oh look mum you can win’. There was a 

Kellogg’s one recently. (LSES, parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

The toys [at McDonald’s] used to be really good. You used to think, 

‘That’s such good value’. It was a very cheap toy, but it was 

good…You used to get like a little robotic car or doll or something 

and it was marvellous, you’d go, ‘Wow, if you’d bought that in the 

shops, you’d be looking at 3 or 4 pounds anyway. This is really cool!’ 

(LSES, parent, group, Tania, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

There were also examples of parents using their children as an excuse to 

purchase treats that they wanted themselves. In the first excerpt below, the 

mother was explaining how the nutritional education her child was receiving at 

school led to demands for healthy food at home. The mother is confessing that 

she passes off her own desire for fast food as her children’s. This raises the 

possibility that sometimes when parents argue that the children do not want to 
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eat healthy foods and they are therefore a waste of time and money, they may 

be projecting their own desire for HFSS foods onto their children. This would 

be a difficult phenomenon to measure; however, it is a factor to bear in mind 

when designing healthy eating programs for children. Children could be used 

as a socially acceptable excuse for heavy patronage of fast food restaurants and 

convenience foods. 

R: I think they had a healthy eating thing at the school when they 

had some guy come in dressed up and told them they had to eat 

healthy. She yelled at me last week because I said, ‘You never eat at 

recess’; she normally wants to take a packet of Burger Rings but she 

wasn’t eating them. Then she says, ‘You don’t give me carrot sticks’, 

and I said, ‘Alright then’ and I got about seventeen carrot sticks and 

she ate the lot... 

M: So the school is helping you think? 

R: Oh yes, and I’m like, ‘Whose child are you? Mummy wants 

Hungry Jacks for dinner’ [laughing] and she’s like, ‘Can’t we have 

chicken and rice or macaroni cheese?’ I say, ‘Don’t you want Pizza?’ 

And she says, ‘No, just chicken and rice or macaroni and cheese.’ 

(LSES, parent, indv, Rhonda, 2ch, SP, p/t work).  

O: (Singing) Wouldn’t it be nice if the world was chocolate la la la la 

la... 

C: I like that one. 

O: I love that. 

M: Did you ask for it when you saw the ad? 

O: Yes, my dad was like, ‘Ask her, ask her, ask her!’ 

M: He said what? 

O: He said, ‘Ask her, ask your mum, ask her, ask her!’ 

M: And what did mum say? 

O: Yes. (HSES, boys, group, Carl, 7, 2P, p/t work; Oscar, 7, 2P, no work). 

Both the children and the parents discussed convenience and inertia as drivers 

of sub-optimal food choices. One of the reported leading causes of outings to 

fast food restaurants was the mothers’ feeling that they ‘couldn’t be bothered’ 

preparing food. These feelings, and their resultant behaviours, can also be 

interpreted as a form of parental self-gifting: 
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Sometimes because she can’t be bothered making dinner, she just 

says ‘We’re going out’, so then we don't have to make it. (LSES, boy, 

group, Ashton, 11, SP, f/t work).  

When I’ve been to my friends or something like that, and I have 

come home late, it’s purely because I can’t be bothered, and I’ll tell 

them, ‘Oh, I can’t be bothered, let’s go to Hungry Jacks or KFC’. 

(LSES, parent, group, Tania, 2ch, 2P, no work).  

We got home late, so we had to have Red Rooster. So when we get 

home late, she can’t be bothered cooking, so we just get a meal. 

(LSES, girl, group, Linda, 8, SP, no work).  

This behaviour appeared to be more prevalent among parents from the lower 

rather than higher SES school, although it is possible the mothers in the higher 

socio-economic school were more reluctant to engage in this behaviour. The 

comment from Annabelle at the start of this chapter – expressing shame at 

being ‘caught’ in the McDonald’s drive through – indicates that perceived 

psychosocial risk was higher in the high socio-economic school; even if these 

mothers felt they ‘couldn’t be bothered’ cooking, they may have been less 

inclined to give in to these feelings because of higher psychosocial risk. 

Overall, parental gifting was habitual in this sample and appeared to have a 

negative affect on children’s diets. It is likely that this phenomenon was partly 

the result of increased availability of cheap HFSS foods. It is also likely that 

their exposure to food promotion also contributed to their use of food to 

address social and psychological needs. This relationship between food gifting 

and food promotion is examined in the later section on food referencing – the 

final property of this grounded theory. 

Food Communication and Siblings 

Siblings were a pivotal reference group for the children in the sample, and the 

tendency to compare their own consumption behaviours to those of their 

siblings was paramount for many of the children. The path of sibling influence 
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appeared to be bi-directional. Whilst younger siblings used their older siblings 

as an aspirational reference group, older siblings appeared to use their younger 

siblings as a dissasociative reference group. 

Siblings as an Associative Reference Group 

Children’s food preferences and behaviours appeared to be influenced by older 

siblings’ choices. Older siblings were generally perceived to have ‘more mature’ 

tastes and behaviours, and younger children tended to mimic them as they 

aspired to act and be treated as more grown up. Even the youngest children 

appeared to want whatever their older siblings had, or at least to follow the 

older child’s lead in requesting food products and premiums: 

This morning she wanted MiniWheats, because her sister was having 

MiniWheats. She ate less then quarter of a bowl, and it was because 

her sister started to complain about how many bits were in the bowl, 

so the baby started complaining and she wouldn’t eat anymore. 

(LSES, parent, group, Paula, 3ch, 2P, p/t work). 

My four year old asks all the time [when watching food 

advertising]…My one year old, she doesn’t even understand, but it’s 

the music that will get her watching. The three of them will stop 

whatever they’re doing at certain commercials. It’s usually my four 

year old who leads the call to get something. (LSES, parent, group, 

William, 1ch, 2P, p/t work). 

This phenomenon could have a positive influence on food consumption, as 

older children were generally reported to be less fussy in their food choices: 

My youngest, probably he’s the one that’s a bit more of a struggle to 

get him to eat what’s there…and quite often the older ones will taste 

it and say, ‘Oh, Jamie, this is great you will really like it’. So, that’s 

sort of something that they help with. (HSES, parent, indv, Marie, 1ch, 

2P, f/t work).  

It appeared that the child-feeding practices of some of the parents were relaxed 

as subsequent children were added to the family. In general, parents of multiple 

siblings seemed to have more permissive attitudes towards younger children’s 
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consumption. This affected both the type of products they were allowed to 

access and the frequency of access. 

I was thinking when he was the first born and when he was a baby, I 

got to do everything exactly perfect, and when he was little you 

know up to primary school his diet was very different to theirs...I 

was very fussy and very specific and I was one of those parents that 

would give him carrot and celery sticks, we never had chips in the 

house. Chips were something that you went and had for a special 

occasion, whereas now, it’s just a weekly thing. (HSES, parent, indv, 

Liz, 1ch, 2P, p/t work). 

My middle one will send the little one out, ‘Ask mum for chocolate, 

ask mum for lollies’, thinking that I will be softer on him. 

(LSES, parent, indv, Cassie, 3ch, 2P, p/t work). 

It seemed to also be the case that older siblings played a role in the consumer 

socialisation of their younger siblings. Parents mentioned that older siblings 

were more ‘marketing savvy’ and this could influence their younger siblings: 

During the school holidays they’ll get $2 and they’re allowed to go to 

the deli up the road, and they’ve got this huge lolly aisle and they’ll 

be gone for half an hour in that shop…It’s funny over the last couple 

of years what they actually come back with. My daughter, she’s got 

no idea, she’ll spend $2 on one insignificant little lolly coz it looks 

like a lipstick or something; whereas the older one, I think she’s 

learning from him what you can actually get for your two dollars. 

(LSES, parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

Siblings as a Dissasociative Reference Group 

Children with younger siblings seemed to view pestering as an immature 

behaviour that they had grown out of. They seemed to be more sensitive to the 

belief that pester power was something that was done by young children and 

they often perceived their abstinence from pestering as a behaviour that 

differentiated themselves from their younger siblings. 

M: What sort of things does your brother want? 

A: He wants chocolates and things, but sometimes my parents can’t 

buy what we want...My brother always asks for expensive things, 
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like chocolates and toys and things, but when they’re too expensive, 

my parents come back and he starts crying and then they have to buy 

them. (LSES, girl, group, Anastasia; 12, 2P, f/t work). 

She’s [little sister aged 6] always saying: “Oh no, that’s not fair; my 

friends always get a packet of Smarties, and chips and stuff” 

[shouted in a whiny voice]. (MSES, girl, group, Sarah, 8, 2P, p/t work). 

Although they still admitted to making food requests of their parents, many of 

the older siblings appeared to view their own requests as more reasonable, 

rational, and likely to be accepted by the parent. They seemed to pride 

themselves not only on the reasonableness of their requests, but also on their 

marketing savvy; they were keen to emphasise their own immunity to 

persuasive appeals, relative to their younger siblings: 

C: Sometimes it’s really annoying because like, when you are 

watching something Annette she’s like, ‘Oh, it’s the ad’, and it’s like 

something about McDonald’s, ‘Hey kids, try our new Whopper!’ 

M: Is there anything that you’ve asked for that you’ve seen on an ad? 

C: When I was little I used to. (HSES, girl, indv, Caroline, 11, 2P, no 

work). 

M: Do you ever ask for stuff when you see the ads on TV? 

Z: Riley does, my little brother…I’m the oldest out of six. 

M: So the little brother asks more than the rest of them? 

Z: Yes. Phoebe asks if she sees Dora stuff on TV, she’ll ask for that. 

Riley will ask for Superman stuff. 

G: My sister, when there are ads that come on, like toys in cereal 

boxes, she always asks. 

G: When me and my sister were little, we always got certain things 

just to get the toys, but I don’t any more. 

Z: My brother is the only one who just wants the toys, but I kind of 

like the food and the toys. (HSES, girls, group, Zandra, 9, 2P, no work; 

Gail, 10, 2P, no work). 

Usually, I only go for the fast food, no matter what the toy is. I 

usually give it to my brother and sister. I'll just eat it while my 

brother and sister are playing with the toy, I'll just say, ‘Here, you 

can have this toy, I don't want it’. I like them to leave me alone. 

(LSES, boy, group, Rowan, 11, 2P, no work). 
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It is impossible to assess from the data whether older siblings actually have 

greater immunity to persuasive appeals than children without younger siblings. 

It seems unlikely that a younger sibling would make a child better at 

recognising promotion, understanding its persuasive nature and using 

cognitive defences when evaluating the message. However, it is possible that 

belonging to a family that has younger children pestering for food and 

premiums that they have seen on TV leads to more discussions and negative 

parental comments about food promotion in the family. 

Another possibility is that the children with younger siblings had been more 

exposed to other children’s pestering behaviours. This may have caused the 

older siblings to experience some of the annoyance that comes from being with 

a child who is whining for something, and some of the stress and 

embarrassment that comes with being out with someone who is screaming and 

crying in public. Although children with only older siblings and no siblings 

may also have witnessed these behaviours in public, it is likely to have greater 

impact when it involves your own family. This exposure to antisocial behaviour 

in a sibling may explain why the older siblings were more eager to distance 

themselves from these behaviours and stress that they themselves made fewer 

and more reasonable requests. 

Adult Siblings 

The final point of interest regarding siblings is that increased maturity did not 

appear to remove the tendency to compare one’s own consumer behaviour to 

one’s siblings’ consumer behaviour. Several parents spontaneously referred to 

their adult siblings when discussing their own child feeding practices. Just as 

these siblings may have declared in childhood that their ice cream was nicer or 

their Lego tower was bigger, in adulthood several of these parents were keen to 

declare their child feeding practices were superior to those of their siblings. This 

phenomenon was not restricted to their own siblings; it also extended to their 

partners’ siblings. 
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My sister’s got a son the same age as mine, but they eat totally 

different…My son will go over for a few hours and I have said to her, 

‘They don’t drink Coke and don’t eat lots of chocolates and stuff like 

that’, because I know her son does...It’s hard because my little one’s 

cousin, he’s four as well, he’s allowed to drink soft drink, chew gum, 

he takes all these things when he goes to church. My kids take a 

piece of fruit, they take bananas, and sandwiches and he’s sitting 

next to them with an LCM bar and Burger Rings and Cheezles and 

things like that. (LSES, parent, group, William, 3ch, 2P, no work). 

My brother is completely the other way…his wife was very much not 

into knowing much about health, so they had a deep fryer and all 

that...Mum used to come back from visiting him and say they would 

come back from the bakery and they would sit down and eat the 

whole tray of lamingtons there and then, between she and her 

daughter. (HSES, parent, indv, Annabelle, 1ch, 2P, f/t work). 

The next section examines the second property of the grounded theory – 

investing through food. Food was not only used to communicate, it was also 

used as a currency by parents and children to purchase behavioural outcomes, 

as discussed below. 

INVESTING THROUGH FOOD 

Within peer groups, it was not enough to simply possess high status foods; the 

real social power of the food was wielded during exchange rituals. Food 

appeared to be used not only as a medium for social communication, but also as 

a currency for social investments – deposits capable of earning interest such as 

loyalty and compliance. High status foods were used in family groups and peer 

groups for trading and gifting in order to strengthen social and psychological 

ties. 

Investing had two dimensions. There were investments made by the children to 

their peers during participation in food exchange rituals – such as sharing and 

trading; these appeared to be central to inclusion or exclusion from groups and 

to the strength of ties within groups. These rituals occurred during those 
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occasions when shared eating took place, the majority of which were at school. 

Occurrences also took place during visits to the homes of friends, extended 

family and neighbours, and on outings with family friends – for example, visits 

to playgrounds to meet other mothers and their children were mentioned 

several times. 

The other type of investing was carried out by the parents. Child investing 

appeared to be predominantly social investing (although esteem needs can also 

be met by ownership of foods and food premiums that are highly sought after 

and ‘cool’). The parents practised an even more complex form of investing 

which was driven heavily by psychological motives – that is, relating to their 

mental and emotional states. In particular, food was used to express affection, 

bestow happiness, seek vicarious pleasure, minimise conflict, obtain 

compliance, and strengthen relationships. These psychological motives were 

also apparent amongst the children, though the simpler motives appeared to 

dominate their food investing behaviours. 

Although habitual gifting seems likely to be stronger in public settings such as 

schools, the phenomenon was also discussed widely in the context of the family 

home and the homes of extended family members, notably grandparents as 

discussed earlier. Habitual gifting begins within the family setting, with parents 

gifting foods and food premiums to their children. It extends out to the 

children’s social eating occasions (most commonly occurring at school), where 

the children display, discuss, play, share, trade and consume their high status 

foods and food premiums within their peer groups. Finally, the behaviour 

returns full circle back to the family setting, in the form of play dates and 

sleepovers or group outings with peers and parents. 

Investing in Peer Groups 

Apart from using food as an identity marker to communicate messages within 

peer groups, children also used food as a currency to purchase inclusion and 
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power in their peer groups. Food rituals, such as displaying, discussing, sharing 

and trading foods and food premiums appeared to dominate children’s shared 

food consumption, and also seemed to be an important aspect of the children’s 

friendships: 

D: People would give them part of a muffin, and then people repay 

them in the next couple of weeks. Like, I gave my friend a whole 

muffin and he gave me a whole big packet of chips and I shared it 

with my friends and they all gave me little bits and pieces…I find 

that with my friends, when I have a snappable, you share it out and 

they pass it back. 

M: What’s a snappable? 

D: Any bars that you can snap in half like and give to people, like 

sometimes they are LCMS. (LSES, boy, indv, Douglas, 12, SP, f/t work). 

If I see something that my friends had – we sometimes trade food – 

like I'll have crisps and I'll give one to my friend and she'll give me, 

like today she had a cookie bag and she's give me a cookie and I'd 

give her a crisp and we'd swap . And that's how we really go, that's 

what we kind of do. If there's something new that we haven't seen 

before and one of our friends have got it, then we'll share it. (LSES, 

group, Hannah, 11, 2P, no work).  

T: Usually people trade food. 

J: When I get two little snakes and one of them I don’t like and 

someone has like one Shape or something like that, I’d normally say 

‘Hey, who wants a snake and I’ll swap you for just one of them?’, 

and then they get the snake and I eat the other one. (MSES, boys, 

group, Terry, 9; SP, no work; Josh, 9, 2P, p/t work).  

The prevalence of trading rituals and their importance to friendships was 

supported by the data generated by the collage projective technique. An 

example of this can be seen below: 

M: So you were thinking that this girl had more treat stuff, what 

made you think that about her? 

R: Well, I just thought maybe she’s like got more friends because her 

friends like what she’s got in her lunch box and she could trade it 

with them. (HSES, parent, indv, Rebecca, 1ch, 2P, f/t work).  
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Figure 5.18 Lunchbox Collage by Rebecca 

 

 

This practice was also noticed during the playground observations: 
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Field notes: I notice a couple of girls are buying bright green jellies 

from the canteen to give to other girls. (LSES, Thursday 8 June 2007, 

Lunch). 

Field notes: The girl with the dip then gets out a chocolate LCM bar. 

She is breaking pieces off and giving some to her friend who is now 

eating an apple. (LSES, Wednesday 14 May 2007, Recess). 

These rituals provided many psychosocial and even practical benefits to their 

members. Firstly, they were fun and exciting as they involved using bartering 

skills and the opportunity to obtain something of greater value than that which 

was relinquished. Secondly, the sharing of food was an expression of friendship 

and affiliation. Thirdly, these rituals provided a pleasant and effective way to 

learn about and sample new foods. 

Exchange rituals also seemed to occur with children outside their immediate 

friendship groups. They offered a way of reaching out to potential new friends. 

This is similar to the family in the Cadbury’s chocolate campaign that was 

discussed by children during data collection. The Cadbury’s chocolate family 

encounter aliens when travelling in outer space and their offer of chocolate 

allows them to be friends with the aliens. Many children seemed to use food as 

a currency to buy inclusion and status: 

Say if you have chocolate and people crowd around you, if they 

want some you give them a little bit and all of a sudden they just like 

you…If you get a lot of stuff that they like and you say, ‘Do you 

want some of this?’ They’d probably come over to you…It only 

works for the day, if you give them the Time Out bar it only works 

for the day, then the next day they are back to normal. If you do that 

for every single day or something, they would probably become your 

friend. (MSES, boy, group, Connor, 11, SP, p/t work). 

Field notes: One boy has a large family sized bag of Allen's sweets. 

He has a large crowd of children around him as he is sharing them 

out. (LSES, Wednesday 30 May 2007, Recess). 
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This is also shown in the drawings by Zandra and discussed by Zandra and her 

friend Gail during the interview whilst discussing the drawings: 

Z: She’s going to have a cake in her hand. This girl has a giant love 

heart on her dress. 

G: She’s having a banana. It’s a boomerang banana, that’s all and in 

her lunch box she has I’d say she has some crackers and tuna, which 

I had once. I cannot make myself be the unpopular one… 

Z: My little popular girl she’s five years old. 

M: And who’s she with and what is she eating and drinking? 

G: Cake. She hasn’t got much food. 

M: So would these girls eat their bananas? 

G: Well, I’d say the popular girl probably wouldn’t. 

M: Okay. Why wouldn’t she eat the banana? 

Z: Everyone’s surrounding her. 

G: Because she’s just got other things that are better. 

M: Would this popular girl eat these biscuits and chips? 

G: No. She’d probably share some food to her friends. 

M: If the unpopular girl had chips would she have friends? 

G: I’d say, well, maybe she might not have more friends, but maybe 

more people would come up to her and say can I have one and stuff. 

M: So they would talk to her. Would they let her play with them? 

G: Well yes, I think they would. (HSES, girls, group, Gail, 10, 2P, no 

work; Zandra, 9, 2P, no work). 
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Figure 5.19 Drawing of a popular girl by Zandra 

 

Figure 5.20 Drawing of a lonely girl by Zandra 
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Although Connor and Gail suggest that if you bring popular foods to share 

every day that people will probably become your friend, the comments made 

by children relating to the zone of status consumption suggest that excessive 

use of HSFF foods could lower status rather than increase it. Connor has not 

actively pursued this strategy on a daily basis, however, the comment made 

about Gail by one of her classmates suggests that Gail’s excessive consumption 

has gone beyond the optimum zone of status consumption. Gail states in her 

interview excerpt that she believes that more people would want to play with 

her if she has popular foods, however, her excessive use of these foods has 

reached the point where it is lowering her status rather than increasing it: 

E: My friends, Fiona and Anne, every day they get chips [spoken in 

disbelief], but she shares. 

A: Another thing, Gail she gets like cake everyday for recess and her 

mum makes them up and I’m like, ‘Oh my God’ [spoken with 

contempt]. 

E: Does she? 

A: Yeah. (HSES, girls, group, Eliza, 9, SP, no work; Andrea, 10, 2P, f/t 

work). 

The prevalence of food-sharing rituals was surprising considering that all three 

schools had instituted a ban on sharing food (mainly in response to concerns 

about food allergies). The parents were aware their children participated in 

these rituals, but despite knowing it was against the rules and resulted in their 

child consuming sub-optimal foods, they seemed reticent to forbid or punish 

their children for participating in these rituals. Only a couple of parents 

reported asking their children to follow the rules and abstain from trading and 

sharing. This lack of parental guidance may be in part because they did not 

perceive the school to be committed to these rules. There were many examples 

of children sharing food in front of teachers without receiving any correction: 

Field notes: One child is eating a large pack of Doritos. A girl with an 

LCM bar wants to swap it with her friend who has a Mars Bar, but 

the girl with the Mars Bar doesn't want to swap. There are three 

teachers on duty. Firstly, two women – who sit on the benches eating 
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food from the canteen with the children. One is eating 'chicken claws' 

and one is eating a hot dog. A male teacher arrives and he eats a 

party pie. (LSES, Wednesday 30 May 2007, Recess). 

It appeared as though most parents had no real desire for their children to 

abstain from exchange rituals, presumably because they recognised the 

importance of these rituals to their children’s social networks: 

M: What sort of things does she get when she swaps? 

Ma: She gets these Roll Ups, some bring little packets of chips – she 

never gets that in her bag. So this is quite common, someone will 

bring biscuits, I think. But if she is sharing she is only going to get 

one problem, and I can’t as a mum – I’ve chosen my battle so now if 

the bulk of what she’s got is healthy I’m not going to battle with her 

and say you can’t accept small portions of rubbish from other people. 

(MSES, parent, indv, Mary, 2ch, SP, f/t work). 

I’ve seen them come home and have packets of something in their 

bag, you know something they’ve swapped with somebody...I’m 

aware what’s going on. With the extra wrappers in the lunchbox, I’m 

aware what they’ve had. (LSES, parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

She’s got good friends here and if they buy something at recess and 

they’ll share it and I’m always saying to her ‘No’, but you know kids, 

you can’t be hanging over their shoulder all the time. (LSES, parent, 

group, Cassie, 3ch, 2P, p/t work). 

An interesting variation was the picnic ritual. This was a slightly more elaborate 

extension of sharing that occurred amongst the girls. In this case, the girls 

brought in extra serves of food so they could present it and share it with their 

friends. This may have been a more mature version of childhood games such as 

‘playing house’ and ‘doll’s tea party’. The girls may also have been mimicking 

their mothers in providing picnics for the group: 

I think they sometimes pool their food and have a little picnic. 

(HSES, parent; indv, Rebecca, 1ch, 2P, f/t work). 

It does make it harder [the peer group]. She comes home, and she 

wants the things she has seen her friends with. It's hard, you know, 

sometimes I've prepared a nice snack that she can share with her 
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friends at recess, but then they all get hot chips and it's ruined, it's 

not the same. (HSES, parent, indv, Sarah, 1ch, SP, no work). 

Exclusion through Food 

Not only was food used as a basis for inclusion in children’s social groups, it 

was also used as a basis for exclusion. There were examples of children not 

allowed to join groups and play with others because they did not have the 

‘right’ foods: 

Sarah: Sometimes, like Eliza, she is like, ‘You can’t play with us, you 

accidentally ate something I didn’t like’. 

M: Like what? 

Sarah: Sometimes it’s like packets of biscuits [the individual packets 

of biscuits that are sold in multipacks at the supermarket]. 

Gail: She has Shapes [leading brand of packaged snack] and she says 

‘You can only play if you have some of these’. 

Laura: When I had Smiths Chips, she said ‘You can only play if you 

give me some Smith’s chips.’ (MSES, girls, group, Sarah, 8, 2P, p/t 

work; Laura, 8, 2P, p/t work; Gail, 8, SP, p/t work). 

This is illustrated in the comment below by Jane, and in her drawings. One of 

the most distinguishing features between her popular and lonely children was 

branded HFSS foods: 

C: She [the lonely girl] might get bullied because she might get 

healthy food and everyone has… 

J: Like, the best food. 

C: Junk food, because normally for recess and lunch, people don’t 

normally have… 

J: Healthy food. 

C: Yeah. 

M: Can you think of a time when someone was bullied or teased? 

J: People say, ‘You eat healthy food; I don’t like you at all’. 

M: Is that in all the years, or does it get better or worse? 

J: In the little kids group, it’s like healthy food’s the in-stuff, but with 

older kids, it’s like, I like junk food, I’m big and all this. (LSES, group, 

Kate, 11, 2P, no work; LSES, girls, group, Caitlin, 12, 2P, f/t work; Jane, 

12, SP, f/t work). 
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Figure 5.21 Drawing of a popular girl by Jane 

 

Figure 5.22 Drawing of a lonely girl by Jane 
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Several children described how low status foods could lead to teasing, bullying 

and exclusion, as shown in the excerpt and drawings below. Sanjay felt that he 

suffered not only because he had no access to these high status foods, but also 

because he usually brought ‘different’ foods to school, in his case, strongly 

smelling Indian foods: 

S: I don’t like people looking in my lunch box and watching it and 

stuff. Like, when I eat, I just take like just a sandwich… If there is, 

like, for recess I don’t have much. I have like an apple and I just take 

the apple or the pear or something and just eat it. Like, I don’t take 

the lunch box because I keep the lunch box in my bag and stuff. 

M: Why is that? 

S: Because, like, some people, if I take my lunch box and open it 

some people might tease me about the food in it and stuff. 

M: What might they say? 

S: They might say, ‘Oh you don’t have what I have’, like these LCM 

Bars and stuff, and they will tease me, like all the time, and that’s 

why I don’t bring my lunch box out. (MSES, boy, group, Sanjay, 11, 

2P, f/t work). 
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Figure 5.23 Drawing of a lonely boy by Sanjay 

 

Terry repeated this theme of being picked on because of failure to consume the 

same popular foods as other children: 

T: He looks lonely and I think he will have lots of healthy food. 

M: How can you tell that? 

T: I don’t think they’d [lonely boy] have lots of junk food because he 

might be picked on, or getting picked on and I don’t really know, but 

I gave him that stuff [healthy food], and this kid [popular boy], I 

gave him lots of food that would make him feel happy. 

M: So, if you have fruit and healthy food in your lunch box, does that 

make it more likely you’ll be picked on and lonely? 

T: Yes, because I usually get lots of food like that. (MSES, boy, group, 

Terry, 9, SP, no work). 
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Figure 5.24 Drawing of a popular boy by Terry 

 

There were reports of children attempting to participate in trading rituals with 

foods at the bottom of the food consumption hierarchy, but their attempts were 

unsuccessful: 

My other friend, she had I think, I can’t remember what she had, I 

think she had an apple and she wanted to swap that for a Freddo 

Frog and then my other friend said ‘No I don’t want to swap an 

apple for a Freddo Frog’! (MSES, parent, indv, Liz, 1ch, 2P, p/t work). 

M: So you try to pack them [snack bars] in your lunch box so you can 

do trading? 

D Yes, coz nobody wants an apple. Nobody wants a banana. (LSES, 

boy, group, Douglas, 12, SP, f/t work). 

The fact that only certain foods are worthy of trading reinforces the 

consumption hierarchy. This sends out a message about the low status of non-

traded items such as fruit and prevents these healthy foods from being 

considered as desirable alternatives to HFSS foods. 
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There were few exceptions to exchange rituals – no child said they refused to 

trade on any other grounds than food preference. There was one example of a 

child who appeared to violate exchange rituals by profiting from trades; he was 

selling trading cards that are enclosed in chip packets rather than trading or 

gifting the cards to strengthen social bonds: 

M: What about Tazos – do you collect those? 

D: No, I give them to my friends. They pay me money for them. 

M: Really? What can you get for a Tazo card? 

D: Ten cents, that’s all I really want. I put it in the collection box at 

home. My parents – my mum and my step dad – have like this big 

box that’s got all this money in it, and towards Christmas time, we 

see how much money is in it, so we can have a good Christmas. At 

Easter time, it was half full. (LSES, boy, group, Douglas, 12, SP, f/t 

work). 

This divergent approach to trading may partly be explained by an 

entrepreneurial spirit or financial pressures at home and may be related to the 

child’s family structure. His parents had separated and the boy expressed 

longing for his estranged father who had moved to another town. It is possible 

that the break up of his family unit had led him to prioritise affiliation needs 

with his new family unit over those of his peer group. 

Investing in Family Groups 

There was widespread reporting – from the parents and children – of parents 

habitually gifting food to obtain cooperation from their children: 

C: I use it [food] as a bribe, I know you are not meant to but I do 

sometimes! 

Mel: You are terrible, I never do that! [Laughter]. Yes me too. 

C: Like as a treat, ‘If you are really good you’ll get it’, or whatever… 

Mel: He did his first day at Kindy just two weeks ago, so, ’If you can 

go a whole day without mummy you can have a Freddo’, and that’s 

the first thing he said when I picked him up, ‘Can you get my Freddo 

now?’ So he remembered – he must have been thinking about it all 

day. So we save the chocolates for, I guess, bribes. (LSES, parents, 

group, Cassie, 3ch, 2P, p/t work; Melody, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 
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M: Do you ever ask Mum for things at the shops? 

C: When she’s about to leave, if I see an advertisement of them, and 

then ask if she can buy me some of them. 

M: What does she normally say? 

C: Something like, ‘Oh, I might buy you some of them on 

Wednesday, coz you’ve been a good boy’. (MSES, boy, indv, Charlie, 

11, SP, no work). 

I give her lollies and things like that as treats…If she’s done good and if 

she’s helped me a lot, then I’ll give it her…She loves chocolates…It’s more 

a case of doing well at school or at home, then they get a treat. Then it’s 

not a case of ‘I bought you this because you have been really good’. She 

will ask for something and it would be ‘Yes, you have been really good, so 

you can have it’. (LSES, parent, group, Tania, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

Food Investing in Estranged Families 

During interviews, the parents were asked to discuss people or groups who 

helped or encouraged them to provide nutritious food for their children, or who 

hindered and discouraged them. Estranged fathers were frequently listed as a 

major problem. It appeared that high status foods were used in estranged 

families to advance a range of emotional agendas, from encouraging the child 

to favour one parent over the other, to exacting revenge on the primary carer by 

deliberately feeding ‘forbidden’ foods to the child: 

I am not with their dad any more, so they go to their dad four days a 

fortnight, and he’ll tell them that, ‘Daddy doesn’t obey the ‘no sugar’ 

rule’. And sometimes he will think it’s funny to give him chocolate 

before he leaves, sugar him up just before he comes home to 

mummy. That’s hard, but they like to buy them anything they ask 

for, junk, and the five year old comes home with bubble gum and I 

am like, ‘You don’t eat bubble gum’, ‘But I got told I could’ [imitating 

child’s voice]. So, they’ve drilled it into their heads. It is hard. (LSES, 

parent, indv, Ronda, 2ch, SP, p/t work). 

S: I didn’t want to have them [Roll Ups] again because it took a long 

time to get them out of my teeth, I had to go to the dentist to get 

them out of my teeth. 

M: Did mum buy them for you or dad? 

S: My dad… 

M: Did the dentist say something about them? 
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S: Yes, he said ‘Don’t eat them for a while’…and he got it out with 

like these tincy thin pliers…My mum says, ‘Don’t eat them 

anymore’, like the dentist said, but my dad said, ‘Well, if you believe 

in mum, don’t believe in me’. So, I believed in my mum. (HSES, girl, 

group, Suzy, 7, SP, f/t work).  

Not all estranged fathers were credited with nefarious motives. Many single 

mothers discussed their children having sub-optimal diets during shared care 

arrangements or access visits, simply because the father lacked equipment and 

skills to prepare healthy meals. In view of the high percentage of separated 

families, this behaviour could have a potentially large impact on children’s 

diets and this issue merits further examination to see if the problem exists 

beyond this sample. 

REFERENCING FOOD PROMOTION 

It is possible that food was an arbitrary basis for inclusion and exclusion in 

children’s social groups; however, it may not be entirely random. Arguably, the 

use of food as a basis for discrimination could be caused, or reinforced, by the 

fact that some foods had substantial communications campaigns promoting 

them to children as fun and cool, and some foods did not. 

It was noted at the start of this chapter that food promotion appeared to 

influence children’s diets in two important ways. Firstly, food promotion 

appeared to influence the food consumption hierarchy. Secondly, food 

promotion appeared to perpetuate the psychosocial uses of food. These two 

important points are discussed in the section below. This is followed by a 

discussion of the mechanisms through which food promotion appears to exert 

these influences on children, families, and peer groups.  

This section will begin by examining the data generated by the drawing and 

collage projective techniques. Earlier sections have included examples of the 

drawings and collages, along with excerpts that were generated by the use of 
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the drawings and collages as autodriving tools during the interviews. The 

following section now presents the descriptive statistics from these techniques. 

Although it is unusual to find quantitative data in a grounded theory, Glaser 

and Strauss believed this was a legitimate method of building grounded theory 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967; Glaser 2008). 

Drawing Projective Technique 

The results of the content analysis for the drawing PT can be seen in Table 5.1. 

The results show that the ‘popular’ children were assigned more promoted 

foods (those with a specific brand mentioned); 25 occurrences in total, 

compared to the ‘lonely‘ children, who had two occurrences of promoted foods. 

Food was determined to be promoted if it was a brand and also if it met one of 

three criteria. Firstly, the researcher only included products that she had 

personally seen promotion for. The researcher had taped two weeks of 

children’s television immediately before data collection, in order to be familiar 

with food promotions that the parents and children might want to discuss. 

The results are likely to underestimate promotion effects as it is possible that a 

reference to chocolate was prompted by an advertisement for Cadbury’s that 

had been viewed previously – the item was not recorded as a promoted food 

unless a specific brand was mentioned. Table 5.2 provides a summary of all the 

foods included in the children’s drawings. 
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Table 5.1 Results of the Drawing PT 

Category Number of foods 
allocated to  

popular child 

Number of foods 
allocated to  
lonely child 

Promoted HFSS foods 25 2 

Non-promoted HFSS foods 31 13 

Fruit 12 20 

Vegetables 8 5 

Sandwiches 9 15 

TOTAL 85 55 

Classification for ‘sometimes’ foods taken from the National Health and Medical Research 
Council’s dietary guidelines for children and adolescents in Australia (National Health and 
Medical Research Council 2003). These foods are HFSS foods that are recommended to be 
limited in both consumption frequency and serving size. 

Table 5.2 Food Products Included in the Drawings 

Product Frequency

All promoted foods (products that have a brand  
listed and have been heavily promoted in Australia) 

Coke 6 

Smith's Crisps 4 

LCM bar 3 

Yogo 2 

Nutella 2 

Twisties 2 

Munchables 1 

Choc Chill 1 

Solo 1 

Crunchy bar 1 

Cadbury’ chocolate bar 1 

Fanta 1 

M&Ms 1 

Biscuits (no advertised brand was specified, but the child  
wrote on the drawing, ‘The biscuits from my favourite ad’). 

1 

SUBTOTAL 27 

All non-promoted foods (products that have no brand listed  
and have not apparently been promoted in Australia) 

SUBTOTAL 

 
 

64 

TOTAL 91 
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It is interesting to note that popular children received more vegetables than 

lonely children. This can be accounted for by a subgroup within the data – all 

eight incidents of vegetables given to popular children were salads given to 

adolescent girls (age 10-12). None of the popular boys received any vegetables 

and the only vegetables given to popular girls were salads in the place of any 

other lunch items. 

It is impossible to conclude causality based on the methodological limitations of 

this technique. These results may simply be an example of the halo effect – 

whereby popular children are assumed to have more of everything that is 

desirable. There was some evidence of this in the drawings as they often 

portrayed the popular children with money and personal electronics while the 

lonely children had none of these things. However, these results provide one 

more data point supporting the conclusion that children in this sample 

associated popularity among peers specifically with promoted foods, not just 

sugary and fatty foods. It appears that the promotion imbued the products with 

a higher status because otherwise the control group of cupcakes, doughnuts 

and leading children’s brands from the UK – which were designed in every way 

to entice children with fun product designs and bright colours, text and images 

– would have been chosen in similar quantities to the group of promoted 

products. It did not appear to be the sugar content or attention-grabbing 

packaging or fun product design, as the primary differential between the 

products that were chosen was promotion. 

Collage PT 

The data shown in Figure 5.25 illustrate that the popular child was assigned 

promoted foods more frequently than the lonely child. In addition, the lonely 

child was assigned non-promoted foods more frequently than the popular 

child. This supports the results from the Drawing PT that these children 

associated popularity with promoted foods. 
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Figure 5.25 Comparison of promoted versus non-promoted foods assigned to 
the lonely and popular children 
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In order to establish that this result was driven by promotion of these products 

rather than variables such as taste, packaging, preference for branded foods or 

interesting product design, an analysis was carried out of the non-promoted 

control foods versus the promoted foods. If the children simply assigned more 

treat foods to popular children, then products from the non-promoted treat 

foods would have featured as prominently in the popular children’s lunchboxes 

as products from the promoted treat foods. This was not the case, as shown in 

Figure 5.26. 
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Figure 5.26 Comparison of promoted treat foods versus the control group of 
non-promoted treat foods 

Another important result from the content analysis of the projective data relates 

to fruit and vegetables (see Figure 5.27). As also indicated by the drawing PT 

results, the children in this sample perceived popular children to be only half as 

likely as lonely children to have fruit and vegetables in their lunchboxes. 
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Figure 5.27 Quantities of fruit and vegetables assigned 

It is perhaps surprising that there were relatively few items of fruit or 

vegetables in the popular children’s lunchboxes as it was the policy of all three 

schools that children should eat fruit at recess. In addition, the schools were all 

running the ‘Crunch and Sip’ program. It is impossible to ascertain from these 

data whether this was caused by the lack of promotion for fruit and vegetables 

(Roberts & Pettigrew 2007) leading to low salience, or whether this was simply 

category aversion. 

The data from the collage and drawing techniques were supported throughout 

the interviews; promotion provides foods with status and this was a direct 

cause of requests for HFSS foods – the ‘As seen on TV’ factor. 

I tasted a LCM first about two years ago and I remember then I saw 

the ad and said, ‘Hey mum, can I have some of those?’ and she said, 

‘Yeah, sure’. (MSES, boy, group, Connor, 11, SP, p/t work). 
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You know how Hungry Jacks had that ad where they hold their 

hands to hold the burger. Apparently, my 3-year-old niece, my sister 

said to her, ‘What do you want for dinner? Do you feel like a burger 

for dinner?’ and my niece just sat there and went like that [holds up 

her hands to make the gesture from the ‘Two Hands’ ad for Hungry 

Jacks18]. (MSES, parent, group, Nena, 2ch, SP, f/t work).  

B: If they see an ad on TV, they say, ‘How about if we take this out 

we could put that in?’ [at the supermarket]. At the moment, it’s these 

Spiderman things [points to the picture of Spiderman LCM bars], 

because my youngest loves Spiderman, he saw them and he was like, 

‘Oh, I have got to have these.’ 

M: Where did he see them? 

B: On the TV and shopping, he saw them and it was like, ’We’ve got 

to have them’. So we got them…What makes it worse is if they have 

the Simpsons on them, so it’s not just normal ones, it’s important 

ones. Anything, especially like The Simpsons, they’re going to get 

children to buy it, doesn’t matter where you see them. If your mate 

comes and says, ‘I saw this at the shop’, your kid is going to ask for 

it, because it’s got The Simpsons on it. (LSES, parent, group, Bella, 2ch, 

SP, f/t work). 

The children in the study were also certain that promotion conferred status on 

food products: 

M: What would be popular stuff at school? 

Matt: These two. 

M: The Oreos and the Smiths crisps. Why do you think these are so 

popular? 

Matt: Coz the ads are famous. (HSES, boys, group, Matthew, 11, SP, no 

work; Harry, 12, 2P, f/t work). 

Joe: Anyone who’s got like sweets and sugar and all that is mostly, 

say, has got more people around them for some reason. I don’t know 

why. 

D: For trading food at lunch time. 

Joe: You are not allowed to trade food. 

D: But that’s if you’re caught Johnnie, what if you’re not!  

 

18
 This ad can be viewed on YouTube at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z51tNBPlRB0&feature=related 
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M: Does it help to have food to trade? 

D: Well it does get you around a bit. 

 M: And what is the most popular food at the school for sharing right 

now? 

D: I guess the stuff that’s like on all those big ads. (MSES, boys, group, 

Dane, 11, 2P, p/t work; James, 11, 2P, f/t work; Joseph, 12, 2P, f/t work). 

Many parents talked of their efforts to introduce healthier eating into the home, 

but several felt that this was undermined by contradictory messages in food 

promotion: 

They’re really quite keen to stick with the healthy rather than the 

unhealthy. But, you know they see these ads on TV and it captures 

their attention; they’ll stop and watch if it’s on. I think they’re so 

easily influenced by all this. (LSES, parent. indv, Joanna, 4ch, 2P, no 

work). 

The parents and children in this study had mixed attitudes towards food 

promotion. The media, along with health promotion and media literacy 

campaigns in schools, had taught them that food promotion could be deceptive 

and make them want unhealthy food. This made parents and older children 

wary of food promotion and many were keen to stress that they were not 

affected by it. On the other hand, children reported enjoying advertisements 

and referred to them for informational and normative purposes. 

One of the strongest and constantly repeated themes in the data was the power 

of premiums to sell HFSS foods. Premiums changed the entire value 

proposition of food, as the premiums were considered much more valuable 

than the food itself. They were described as intensifying children’s nagging and 

making parents more likely to comply, perhaps because they also appreciated 

the additional value of the free premium. This was particularly noticeable for 

premiums tied to the release of new movies at the time, such as Shrek II, 

Superman III and The Simpsons Movie. This seemed to deliver a ‘double dose’ 

of persuasion. For example, with Shrek LCM bars, not only are the children 

responding to the promotion for the LCM bar, they are also responding to the 
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promotion for the movie. The promotional spend, and therefore persuasive 

impact, for LCM bars is increased dramatically through their association with 

the release of a movie about a much-loved children’s character: 

M: What’s the best take away? 

G: McDonalds because they’ve got the best toys. That’s the only 

reason. (MSES, girl, indv, Gail, 8, SP, p/t work). 

Spiderman cereal for breakfast, we got that… We bought it because 

Spiderman was on it and they were spider web shapes, so that’s why 

they wanted it… Shrek is on everything, ‘I want Shrek – I want that’, 

because its got Shrek in…They’re all on TV – Shrek and Spiderman. 

Hungry Jacks had the Spiderman thing that has the toy inside and 

you’ve got to get five ones to make the thing, and as soon as they see 

that come on TV, it’s not, ‘I want the burger and chips’, it’s, ‘I want 

that toy, can we go to Hungry Jacks? I want that toy’. Then he will 

bug and bug until he gets it. He will get the toy and I have baskets 

and baskets of these crappie toys and they’re just rubbish, and TV 

does not help at all…He has got to the point where he has kicked and 

screamed because he wants the toy. He wants Hungry Jacks – not the 

food; he wants the toy. Same as the toys in the cereal boxes – he and 

his sister get yelling about it. (LSES, parent, indv, Ronda, 2ch, SP, p/t 

work). 

The only ones she would go after were the promotions brought out 

by McDonald’s. That was the one that brought out some nagging 

because they encouraged you to get the sets and so you’d have to go 

and they wouldn’t release them all at the same time. Then if she goes 

then you are all probably going to go as well. I mean, obviously, they 

have some healthier choices now but it’s whoever thought of this 

thing is pretty clever. I remember the last one that we went after was 

the Shrek collection. (MSES, parent, indv, Mary, 2ch, SP, f/t work). 

The pressure to buy food for the premium seemed to be particularly intense in 

the lower socio-economic school. The children in the higher socio-economic 

school were – similar to the children in the other two schools – aware of what 

premiums were currently available, and had examples of foods that had been 

purchased just because of the premium; however, their parents did not express 

the same level of stress in relation to premiums. Many of the parents in this 

school mentioned premiums and believed they were a problem, but only one 
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described persistent and stressful situations surrounding premiums, unlike 

many of the parents in the lower socio-economic school, and to a lesser extent, 

the middle socio-economic school. 

Psychosocial Messages in Promotion 

When the children and parents were asked to describe promotion that they had 

noticed, their descriptions included social and emotional themes. This was most 

notable in the children’s recall of the campaign for Cadbury’s Freddo Frog, 

which used a fairy-tale setting with archetypal themes of the princess and hero, 

along with animation, fireworks, and striking music to capture the attention of 

almost every child in the sample and many of the parents. The campaign 

communicated the message that chocolate can improve your mood and is a 

good solution when you are feeling down. The campaign also suggested that 

chocolate can enhance social interaction and is a fun product to share with 

friends: 

The princess goes into the castle and there was a prince and he 

wasn’t very funny and she just gave him a kiss and he turned into 

Freddo and he was really funny and she liked it. [Description of the 

advertisement for Freddo Frog chocolate by Keira, 11. (LSES, girl, 

group, Keira, 11, 2P, no work). 

A campaign for Vegemite also used a fun appeal and communicated the 

message that food can be used to alleviate boredom and improve mood: 

M: What do you remember about that ad? 

Sa: Well, there is a boy and a dog and the dog and the boy is feeling 

miserable and the boy is stuck doing his homework. And then he 

sees the Vegemite and he eats it, and then these soldiers come in and 

then he wants to play with the dog. (HSES, parent, indv, Sandy, 2ch, 

2P, no work).  

One of the mothers described an ad that she and her children shared and 

enjoyed together. In this ad for Kraft cheese, sharing the food is shown to 

strengthen emotional ties. The ad shows a lifelong bond that is cemented by 
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food; at the end of the ad it is revealed that the friendship cannot survive 

without these food gifts: 

At the moment, a funny ad, even one that I like at the moment, is 

‘Kraft Singles’. The little boy is sitting on the end of the dock feeding 

his dog the cheese sandwich, he’s had all of his life and then 

suddenly he gets older and he likes this other cheese and he won’t 

share with the dog and so the dog goes up behind him and knocks 

him in the water. So, I thought that ad was funny and so the kids 

thought it was funny. (HSES, parent, indv, Marie, 1ch, 2P, f/t work). 

In the Cadbury’s series of advertisements (discussed earlier), the message was 

conveyed that chocolate makes life more pleasant and Cadbury’s family block 

was positioned as a product that is shared by happy families. In the alien ad 

described earlier, the viewer learns that that the hand of friendship is warmly 

received when filled with chocolates. This advertisement could teach children 

that chocolate can be used to establish and sustain friendships. 

Some of the parents in the study had become aware of the fact that promotion 

had played a role in reinforcing, and possibly establishing, the use of food to 

achieve social and emotional objectives: 

Food advertising gives the impression that there is no responsibility 

at all, and it’s playing with their minds and that’s what they do… 

Food advertising is like this little free zone where there is no trouble 

and food becomes an emotional thing… They are pushing foods onto 

kids to give them a sugar rush and get them to deal with their 

emotional problems, and make them think things are okay. As with 

that Munchables ad, it 'gets their parents off their back'19, or 

whatever. They’re really playing with some serious social problems 

and are using food as emotional escape, which a lot of people do – 

emotionally eat – and that is just adding to the problems and obesity 

 

19
 The expression ‘get your mother off your back’ was used in the ad for Munchables snack bars 

at the time. The ad shows children walking around with mothers hanging off their backs, 
nagging at them to look after themselves. The children hold out the bars in front of them at 
arm’s length (as crucifixes are held out to ward off vampires in old movies) and the mothers stop 
nagging, release the children, and back away. 
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is one of our problems and it contributes to it. (LSES, parent, indv, 

Alan, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 

In the Ingram’s ad, with the chicken and the girl; it’s chicken pieces 

and nuggets and at the end of the ad the voiceover says, ‘If you serve 

these, you’re a great mum’. (LSES, parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, no 

work). 

I know they’ve tried to control alcohol advertising but it’s the same 

thing as food – all the beautiful people having fun. It’s almost like 

you need this stuff to make you happy and I really object to that in 

all of this advertising, that image, and some of it’s not necessarily in 

kids’ [advertising] either. (MSES, parent, indv, Mary, 2ch, SP, f/t work). 

Emotional eating has long been linked to a range of health conditions, such as 

obesity, anorexia, bulimia, and compulsive eating (Ganley 1989; Hinrichsen et 

al. 2003; Stice, Presnell & Spangler 2002). The excerpts in this section suggest 

that food promotion may be contributing to this problem. Advertisements may 

serve to educate children early in the use of foods to resolve emotional 

problems. Further research should be undertaken to content analyse children’s 

food promotion for the presence of such themes. Perhaps advertisers are 

currently unaware of the cumulative influence of these emotional messages 

when linked to food, and their potential to cause harm. 

Advertisements as a Reference Group 

In order for social status to be conferred according to possessions, a system of 

prestige must be awarded to products. This system needs to be widely available 

for easy reference in order for it to be consulted and utilised. Such a system 

requires clear codes and practices. Without these, the system would be opaque 

and ambiguous, and, therefore, weak and ineffective. This is where promotion 

is able to act as a reference group in its own right, as discussed below. 

A reference group is defined as, ‘An actual or imaginary institution, individual 

or group conceived of having significant relevance upon an individual's 

evaluations, aspirations, or behavior’ (Lessig & Park 1978, p. 41). According to 



196 

this definition, the referent does not need to be an actual part of the child’s life 

in order for it to have a strong influence on the child. 

Promotion appeared to fulfil the role of three types of reference group in 

relation to food: informational, normative and value-expressive. Each of these is 

discussed in the following section. The general concept of promotion as a key 

referent will be examined first. 

Source Effects 

Advertisements were able to act as reference groups because they were 

populated either by children, child-like animated characters, or children’s 

heroes (from sport, movies and music):  

S: If they have a child artist, it's all the more so [effective]. 

M: Is that worse? 

S: Yes, if that child artist is endorsing some product, the children will 

just take it instantly, because that child is something that they want 

to emulate. They feel that what that child is saying that they should 

have that. (LSES, Parents, group, Melody, 3ch, 2P, no work; Cassie, 3ch, 

2P, p/t work; Mika, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

This comment suggests that child actors and singers, like Miley Sirus20, or 

animated childlike-characters, such as Bart or Freddo, can be particularly 

effective as they are likely to be viewed as peers and aspirational referents. This 

comment was supported by other parents in the lower socio-economic school, 

particularly the mothers of daughters: 

Mel: Brittney Spears and Christina Aguleria, they are all advertising. 

Pepsi and Coke, they are all advertising soft drink, and I think David 

Beckham was advertising some sort of food product as well, he 

might of being doing Coke. And so you’ve got those people 

 

20
 This actress/musician plays the popular children’s character Hanna Montana, who stars in 

movies and her own TV show. 
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advertising the cool drink and they are all dancing and singing with 

their drink. 

M: Do you think the children notice? 

C: I think the children look at them and think they are all nice and 

slim and healthy – look at Beckham, he’s healthy. 

Mika: They don’t eat all the time, or drink all the time, or use the 

product all the time, but you can still get that image and the children 

get the image that’s how you stay slim and healthy, you know what I 

mean, so they will misinterpret, the children. 

S: They go for the celebrities only. My sister-in-law, she is working 

with Frito Lays [in India] and she is the Advertising Manager and 

she goes out and visits places where there are Bollywood actors and 

my son asked her, 'Why do you go to them, why don’t you go to 

normal people like me?' He wants himself to be in the ad. She said, 'If 

they speak, then everyone will buy the product', so that also left an 

impact on him. So yes when those people do say it, it does matter. 

Mika: The more popular you are, the more capable you are in sport 

or singing or whatever industry you are in, the kids will want it, and 

then if one kid wants it, the other kids will get in first. (LSES, parents, 

group, Melody, 3ch, 2P, no work; Cassie, 3ch, 2P, p/t work; Mika, 2ch, 2P, 

no work). 

She likes things like Hanna Montana or things like Hilary Duff  

L: My kids have been swayed by the name. It’s definitely the name. If 

two things are the same and one is Hilary Duff, it would be Hilary 

Duff. (LSES, parents, group, Tania, 2ch, 2P, no work; Lila, 2ch, 2P, p/t 

work). 

It appeared as though girls were generally more influenced by musicians and 

actors, whereas boys were generally more influenced by sporting heroes: 

Mika: One time the cricketer was advertising Weet-bix, which I think 

is a good move, and then you put the picture of the cricketer on the 

Weet-bix, and then if the children associate it with their idol then the 

children will buy it. So I think they should promote it in this way. 

M: What impact do celebrities have? 

S: A famous cricketer in India, he says you should have Milo. My 

son, when he was around 6 or 7 years and he was crazy for cricket 

and he would have Milo because the cricketer has it and he gets so 

many 6’s. So, it did influence him a lot. (LSES, parents, group, Melody, 

3ch, 2P, no work; Cassie, 3ch, 2P, p/t work; Mika, 2ch, 2P, no work). 
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M: If mum said, ‘Choose anything you want in the whole 

supermarket for your lunchbox tomorrow’, what would it be? 

Matt: Probably Gatorade. 

M: Gatorade drinks – what do you like about them? 

Matt: They’re small, so you could have them for 6 days – 1 each day21 

M: Anything else you like about them? 

M: They’ve got famous people [sports celebrities] on the front. 

(HSES, boy, group, Matthew, 11, SP, no work). 

It is interesting to note that some of the sports stars appearing on food products 

and promotion materials were often involved in school and community events 

and held up as worthy role models for the children to emulate by their teachers, 

parents, and the media. During data collection in the LSES and MSES schools, 

the children received visits from footballers belonging to a team in the 

Australian Football League (AFL); an example of this program can be seen in 

Appendix I. This football team was sponsored by Hungry Jacks, and the 

football league (AFL) was sponsored by Smith’s crisps and Kraft Dairy Bites; 

both of these products included collectable cards of the team inside the 

products, and these were highly sought after by some of the children: 

As soon as they’ve got that little ad saying they’ve got the Tazos or 

the footy ones, they want them. It’s, ‘Oh, can we collect them’…It’s 

Tazo one month, and AFL the next. (LSES, parent, indv, Bella, 2ch, SP, 

f/t work). 

I love Dairy Bites. I have lots of them. My favourite thing in there is 

the free AFL cards. (LSES, girl, group, Ada, 7, 2P, no work). 

It is unsurprising that the children wished to consume the same food as the key 

referents in advertisements, as there is an implicit suggestion that the food has 

contributed to their success, especially in the case of sporting achievements, 

where the claim is often explicitly made. 
 

21
 Matthew was referring to the picture of ‘Gatorade Under 12s’ – this product was only sold in 

multipacks of six. The product was sponsored by The Australian Institute of Sport and the front 
of each box features an Australian athelete playing basketball or netball. 
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Whereas most adults can appreciate that a sports endorsement is a contractual 

arrangement, the confession from the child below suggests that some younger 

children can be confused by promotional claims relating to enhanced physical 

performance22: 

I cheated on sports day – I drank two bottles of sports drinks.  

I cheated. (MSES, boy, group, Kale, 8, SP, no work). 

The tendency of younger children to believe in the claims of enhanced 

performance not only related to their sport heroes; they were equally gullible 

about superheroes. In the excerpt below, a mother described how her preschool 

son believed that cereal with superhero packaging could literally impart 

superhero strength: 

A lot of the ads on, like Spiderman, Spiderman can jump from 

building to building. Kids think they can jump from building to 

building if they eat this. In a way it’s good, because it gets them 

outside playing, trying to jump. (LSES, parent, group, Bella, 2ch, SP, f/t 

work). 

It is possible that this child was simply using the food as a prop in his role-play 

– albeit a mental rather than physical prop – as children have done long before 

the advent of promotion. However, without fully developed theory of mind, it 

is likely that the children would take the communication at face value (that 

chocolate web shapes are Spiderman’s favourite food and they help to keep him 

strong and powerful) rather than prescribing alternative motives (such as a 

sponsorship contract). Without complete theory of mind, the children believe 

 
22

 This confusion may have been increased by the fact that the Australian Institute of Sport (AIS), a 
government funded body, was being sponsored by Gatorade to promote their sports drinks through their 
nutrition programs in schools. One AIS fact sheet stated that, ‘In many situations, sports drinks are a better 
choice than water’, and this same message appeared in fact sheets for Australian cricket, netball and 
basketball, all of which stated that: ‘In comparison to water, sports drinks may help you to perform for 
longer and at higher intensity’ (see: http://www.theage.com.au/news/national/ais-row-over-sports-
drink/2007/08/16/1186857682293.html#). Similarly, the promotional material for Gatorade Under 13s, 
included the following quote from the dietician of the Australian cricket team, ‘For very active kids, water is 
not enough’ (see: http://www.theage.com.au/news/national/experts-pour-cold-water-on-
gatorade/2007/05/02/1177788225205.html). 
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that the cricketer voluntarily and regularly drinks Milo, the netballer drinks 

Gatorade, the footballer eats Hungry Jacks and Smith’s crisps, the pop diva 

drinks Coke, and Spiderman has chocolate breakfast cereal. 

Source similarity is believed to be one of the important factors in persuasive 

messages (Feick & Higie 1992; Van Evra 1998), however the excerpt above 

shows that ‘similarity’ is a broad concept in children’s minds. As children have 

vast imaginations that are not bound by the same sense of realism as adults, an 

animated character, or character with supernatural powers can be a realistic 

referent in younger children’s minds. 

Listening to the children describe their favourite advertisements, they seemed 

to describe them differently from the way the adults in the sample described 

them. They did not describe them as commercially contrived incidents that 

were amusing or clever, they described them as a funny or interesting incident 

they had seen involving a friend or favourite character. 

They shout all the time on the TV for Rollups and they make me like 

it…When the Rollup man is so funny; it just makes me like it. (LSES, 

girl, group, Anastasia, 12, 2P, f/t work). 

M: Where did you see them [the characters used to promote Uncle 

Toby’s Roll Ups snack bars]? 

S: On TV. They have ads of them. 

M: What does the ad look like for that? 

S: Them things, they play in the playground and then they do tricks 

and everything and then they eat the Rollups and they put the 

Rollups around poles and swing on them and everything then eat 

them. It looks really yummy. (LSES, girl, group, Stella, 10, 2P, p/t 

work). 

Research on social learning theory (Bandura 1986) has suggested that the most 

influential role model is one that combines high-status with competence and 

power. The most popular characters discussed by these children embodied all 

of these characteristics. As indicated in the quotes above, the children derived 

enormous pleasure from watching the characters promoting Uncle Toby’s Roll 
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Ups in particular. The high status, competence and power of these characters 

were shown through the havoc they caused in the school playground –

performing amusing gymnastic feats and hitting the school principal: 

D: I like the one, it’s like a pin ball [the character in the Roll Ups ad]; 

he goes round and round and then hits the bell. 

L: The one with the big tongue…Well the best ad – I like sport, and 

the boy is doing sport with the tongue. 

D: He hits the principal, and the principal looks like our principal. 

(MSES; boys, group, Luke, 7, 2P, f/t work; Dominic, 7, 2P, f/t work). 

J: I like the strawberry one [Roll Ups spokescharacter], she bounces 

around the dance thing and then she gets caught around the disco 

ball. 

T: I like the football one, he gets shot off, and he hits the principal on 

the head. 

J: My favourite one of those ads, because there is four of them, is the 

same girl but she gets tied around all this playground equipment 

and then she gets let go and then she hits the alarm bell and says, 

‘Give me a bell some time’. (MSES, boys, group, Terry 9, SP, no work; 

Josh, 9, 2P, p/t work). 

They’re like playing rugby or something and they use their character 

as a ball and they hit the principal. (HSES, boys, group, Matthew, 11, 

SP, no work; Harry, 12, 2P, f/t work). 

Similarly, the children in the Munchables advertisement appeared to be very 

powerful as they force their mothers to back away from them by using their 

Munchables bars – ‘Like using the force23’ as one child put it. 

The effect of spokescharacters was particularly strong on young children who 

were unable to rationalise that the product’s only association with their 

favourite characters was their image on the wrapper. Some parents felt that 

they were buying products that their children would normally have no desire 

to eat: 
 

23
 A reference to the supernatural powers wielded by the Jedi knights in the Star Wars movies. 
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There’s tinned spaghetti with the Wiggles on it and I’ve said to the 

youngest one that it’s not Wiggles inside there, it’s just normal 

spaghetti. But it’s got a picture of the Wiggles on it, so I don’t think 

he really understood and I just had to be firm and say, ’No, we don’t 

need this spaghetti, we’ve got normal spaghetti at home and you 

don’t need that’. But it took a while to explain to him that there’s not 

Wiggles inside that tin, it’s just spaghetti. So that was kind of hard 

and I was a little bit mad you know, thinking bloody hell as if they 

haven’t got enough, you know? I don’t mind them sticking their face 

on a packet of apples or bananas. (LSES, parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, 

no work). 

I think they shouldn’t be allowed to put the characters on. I’ve seen 

cup cakes with Buzz Lightyear and Nemo on them; I don’t think 

Jason would even eat the pudding if it didn’t have Spiderman on 

it…He’ll hold the pudding and look at it the whole way till we get to 

the check-out. (LSES, parent, group, Melody, 3ch, 2P, no work).  

The appearance of favourite characters, normally seen acting, playing, singing 

and dancing, suggested the food product was some form of entertainment – like 

a toy to play with or a video to sing and dance along with, not just spaghetti or 

chocolate pudding. 

The Wiggles are a band that is targeted specifically at preschool children, yet 

they were engaging in marketing tactics that a preschool child was incapable of 

understanding. In the child’s mind, The Wiggles were on the outside of the 

packaging, and therefore, something relating to The Wiggles was on the inside 

of the packaging. This, once again, raises question about the ethics of promoting 

to young children. The child could not understand that when they opened the 

package, they would find a product that had no relationship to The Wiggles. 

Interestingly, the excerpt below shows that this problem may not be limited to 

children. The extant literature assumes that adults have full awareness of 

persuasive intent, and are therefore capable of making informed decisions 

about the information they receive in advertisements; however, adults may also 

be misled about the independence and credibility of the product source: 
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L: There is an ad where a woman sort of says, 'These are the best 

products'. 

M: Yes, Sally from the Brand Power ad. 

L: That has me convinced. I think, ‘They’ve done some research here. 

They’ve done all the study for me, so this must be ok for me to go 

and check this out’. But, just the other day I thought: ‘Hmmm, is that 

really the case, or is it just an advertising ploy?’ 

M: It is. A consortium of advertising agencies created Sally. 

L: So they must all pay to have themselves put on an ad like that. 

M: Yes. 

L: Well. I’ve woken up to it now. 

M: It was done to make people think she was an independent source 

of information. 

L: It was effective! I was convinced. (HSES, parent, indv, Liz, 1ch, 2P, 

p/t work). 

This type of seemingly ‘independent’ and ‘unscripted’ advertisement appears 

to have increased in popularity in Australia. There are also now ‘Zoot’ 

advertisements which follow the Brand Power model. Brand Power’s slogan of 

‘Helping you buy better’, and Zoot’s format where an Australian actress chats 

to celebrities in their homes about their favourite products, may be 

circumventing some adults’ ability to discern persuasive intent. It is not 

possible to establish from this data whether the example above is an exception 

or indicative of a wider problem. 

As indicated in the discussion above, there are two types of reference group 

functions that appear to be fulfilled by food promotion: informational and 

normative. Each of these is examined below. 

Advertisements as an Informational Reference Group 

Interviewees described advertisements as providing a reference to what new 

foods were available. This was important because the children and adults 

talked of how the children ‘got bored’ and liked to try new foods that became 

available: 
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He has these little fads and you think he likes something and he will 

like it for a week or two, it just gets overloaded. It’s probably my 

fault too, because I can see he likes it I keep pumping it into him…I 

do take a fair bit of notice of what is on the supermarket shelves and 

prices in particular. So, I’m always looking out for something that he 

might like. (HSES parent, indv, Jim; 1ch, 2P, no work). 

Hannah has come home a few times and said, ‘So and so had such a 

thing and it was really nice and I had a taste and it was really, really 

nice. One of them was Jane and she used to have these like long 

cracker things, where you dip it in, and Hannah said, ‘Oh mum, it 

looks really nice; would you get me some?’ So I had to get her some. 

She ate two. I’d got her four [said in a fed up voice], thinking I’d 

advance myself in the lunch week, and she said, ‘No, I’ve had 

enough now’…Hannah liked the banana custard cups; the only thing 

is, you are so aware how hard it is to get something they like, so 

you’re like, if she likes that the first time, you get loads of them, then 

they’re like, ‘I really don’t like that any more’. (LSES, parent, group, 

Tania, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

This preference for new foods is illustrated below in Stella’s drawing of a 

popular child who has ‘new foods’ and in her interview comments below: 

M: What makes you think that you might like a food; that it might be 

good to try? 

S: If they look really yummy, or if they’re new. I like to try things 

that are new and if I don’t like them I won’t get them, but if I do, I’ll 

get them and have snacks on them. 

M: Where do you find out about new things that are coming out? 

S: On the television and my mum looks in the catalogues and says, 

‘Do you like this?’ and I say, ‘Yes’, if I liked it…  

M: What made you think you would like to try Rollups? Where did 

you see them? 

S: On TV. They have the ads of them. (LSES, girl, group, Stella, 10, 2P, 

p/t work). 
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Figure 5.28 Drawing of a popular girl by Stella,  

 

This type of information from advertisements was particularly informative to 

older children, as most of them no longer visited the supermarket with their 

parents on a regular basis. Although children had occasional visits to the shops, 

advertisements provided a more frequent system for learning about new foods 

and their premiums: 

C: I always try new stuff. 

M: Where do you see the new stuff? [Pause] Do you see it when 

you’re in the supermarkets? 

C: I see it in the TV. (LSES, girl, group, Caitlin, 12, 2P, p/t work). 

D: I really want 6 tattoos, coz you get 6 tattoos in Spiderman III stuff. 

Like the plain noodles and stuff you get 6 or 7 Spiderman tattoos. 

M: How do you know that these things have got free stuff in them? 

D: Coz it tells you on the packet and on the ad. (LSES boy, indv, 

David, 8, 2P, no work). 

M: Why choose McDonald's? 

C: I pretty much like that better than anything 

M: Do you know about the toys before you get there. 

T: They have these… 
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C: Advertisements 

T: Yeah, advertisements, and I just go for the kids meal and because 

they have the Bratz toys there now. (LSES, girls, group, Carla, 9, 2P, f/t 

work; Tina, 9, SP, f/t work). 

Advertisements provided an efficient system of learning about new foods, as 

they allowed the children to show their parents exactly what foods they 

wanted. Advertisements often reminded children about products they had 

intended to request from their parents but had forgotten about. There is often a 

time lag of several hours between a child’s exposure to new products in social 

settings and when they make a request to their parents. This meant that 

children often forgot about products until the advertisement conveniently 

reminded them in the home: 

T: I go to Hungry Jacks and the last 3 weeks, I’ve been having the 

Stunna deal. 

M: The Stunna deal…I don’t know that one. What do you get? 

T: A cheeseburger, a Coke, chips, and a Storm – which is an ice-

cream. 

M: I haven’t heard of Storm ice-cream – is that in a package?  

T: You know in, like, McDonalds how they have the thing and ice-

cream comes out but they put it in buckets and they have like a flake 

and stuff…When they take the Stunna Deal away, I’m going back to 

KFC. 

M: Why’s that? 

D: I like it, coz it’s chicken. How I found out about the Stunna Deal – 

it’s only just came back – because I’d had it when I was at a friend’s 

place a while ago, and yeah it was the Stunna Deal. Then it just came 

back a few weeks ago. So, I started to take it because I really liked 

it...When it was first advertised and I saw it, I was like, ‘Mum Dad, 

when it’s takeaway night can I get the Stunna deal?’ And Dad says, 

‘What’s that?’ ‘It’s Ummm a hamburger’…I didn’t actually know it 

was going to be a cheeseburger; I thought it would just be another 

Whopper. I was like, ‘Oh, that’s what I had at my friend’s house – the 

Stunna Deal, oh’. (HSES, boy, indv, Dan, 9, 2Ps, f/t work). 

Many parents appreciated that promotion helped them to keep up to date with 

new products that are desirable to children. They talked of using 

advertisements, specifically television and the food catalogues distributed by 
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local supermarkets, as a key reference for what is available and desirable. They 

seemed to appreciate promotion as a source of information about products 

because it provided them with information about things their children would 

be guaranteed to enjoy.  

Seeing an ad on television, I’ll say, ‘Oh that will be a good idea for 

this and this’, and because then, when I’m making it she’s involved, 

so she sees the thought processes. Because I’m working, so she 

knows that we are time poor, it’s not deliberate but I think she picks 

up the fact, to use it [food advertising] to work for us. (MSES, parent, 

indv, Judith, 2ch, SP, f/t work). 

One parent even complained that advertisers were inconsiderate because they 

did not show advertisements targeted at children during times when parents 

were home to obtain the details about the product in order to make the 

purchase: 

I think the advertising they do is inappropriate at times. I know they 

are targeting kids and they want them at three o’clock, when the kids 

come home from school, but make it easier on parents like myself 

and millions of others – we’re not home at that time to see them. If 

they want us to buy them for our kids, we need to see them, and 

know what they’re all about. (LSES, parent, group, Bella, 2ch, SP, f/t 

work). 

Bella’s complaint was particularly relevant for parents of young children. It was 

apparent from the lunchbox audit that the six-year-olds struggled to remember 

the names of products they wanted, and were unable to describe them clearly: 

M: What else have you got [in the lunchbox]? 

T: Yogurt. I wanted to choose my own yogurt. 

M: What kind of yogurt have you got. 

T: It’s not in a packet. It’s in a blue container [a Tupperware 

container]. 

M: If you could have chosen your own yogurt, what kind would it 

be? 

T: Stringy ones. It goes like this [lifts his head back and drinks from 

an imaginary container] and you have to drink it. It’s like in a straw. 

I saw it in Kmart [Possibly a description of GoGurt yogurt tubes]. 
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M: What drink would you bring if you could bring anything to 

school? 

V: Water and round things. What are they called? Broccoli, no, that’s 

not it. They’re round things and orange and yellow. (LSES, boy, indv, 

Toshio, 6, SP, p/t work). 

A: Do you know those mixed up ones? The other ones and the 

chocolate ones? I had that kind. [Unclear what product or brand he is 

referring to]. 

M: Do you ever have things in your lunchbox that you don’t like? 

A: Then can I tell you what I like the most? 

M: You can tell me that right now. 

A: The best thing is fruit salad. Mum used to give me that in kindy, 

but then I got too big and I stopped eating it. 

M: You could remind mum that you like fruit salad and she might 

make it again.  

A: No, she never buys it any more coz they don’t sell it.  

M: Oh, you mean fruit salad in a package? 

A: Yes, I don’t like the ones in the tins. (LSES, boy, indv, Adam, 6, 2P, 

no work). 

Unfortunately, the tendency to use advertising as information meant that ads 

were not always examined as persuasive messages. This sometimes led to 

confusion about the relatively healthiness of advertised foods: 

M: How do you know they [Nestle Starz Barz with mini Smarties] 

are healthy? 

L: Coz they’ve only got a little amount of sugar. 

M: How do you know they’ve only got a little bit of sugar? 

L: Coz I’ve seen them and read about them. I think they’ve only got 5 

or 6 grams or kilograms of sugar. (LSES, girl, group, Linda, 8, SP, p/t 

work). 

L: The boy [in the Munchables ad] he doesn’t take his lunch, and 

then the very last time he took them out his mum… 

D: His mum was trying to chase after him because she has healthy 

food and then he shows his mum that he has healthy food so then his 

mum wouldn’t jump on his back. (MSES, boys, group, Luke, 7, SP, f/t 

work; Dominic, 7, 2Ps, no work). 



209 

It was not only the children who could be confused about the validity of health 

messages in food promotion, some of the parents had also been mislead by 

exaggerated health claims: 

They throw things up in front of you, which are full of sugar, you 

know like Roll Ups, for example. I used to put that in their lunch box 

thinking I was giving them this healthy option… That advert 

[Cheerio’s cereal] always sticks in my mind because it’s a really good 

ad. It tells you that the child will get its wheat and maize and this 

and that, and I thought ‘Bonus’, and the children love that…I do look 

at things if it’s a catchy ad; I would look at it and go ‘Maybe I should 

try that’. (HSES, parent, indv, Sandy, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

S: She's very influenced by the advertising. She comes to me and 

says, ‘Mummy, come and look at this’. 

M: Can you think of a food she has done that for? 

S: The LCM bars. You know the one where the Head Teacher is 

making an announcement that a lunchbox has been found with an 

LCM bar in it and they all come running. I've noticed that one too. I 

don't mind so much with those bars, they aren't that unhealthy24… 

She also likes the Munchables, you know the boxes with the different 

things in them, and she'll say, ‘But Mummy they're healthy, they're 

healthy’, and they are half healthy, but not the M&Ms in them, or the 

jelly beans. (HSES, parent, indv, Samantha, 1ch, SP, no work). 

The promotion of high status foods seemed to lead parents and children to see 

these foods as a helpful way of meeting children’s nutritional needs. Consider 

the following comments about Milo: 

E: My mum gives me Milo to go and go and go! [singing the song 

from the ad] 

Nic: That’s the Milo one with the daughter and the mum and then 

her mum jumps in and the grandma jumps in and then you get the 

great-grandma jumping in. (MSES, parents, group, Emiko, 2ch, 2P, no 

work; Nicole, 2ch, SP, no work). 

 

24
 Although LCM bars are promoted as a healthy snack, they are composed of almost 30% 

sugar (see: http://www.choicefoodforkids.com.au/review/KELLOGGS-LCMs-Rice-Bubbles) 
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I will get the milk into her through having Milo because it’s the only 

thing I can get her to have, and I don’t mind that because she needs 

the extra calories. (HSES, parent, indv, Annabelle, 1ch, 2P, f/t work). 

These excerpts indicate that Milo had persuaded at least some of the children 

and parents that the product provides a superior type of energy, at least for 

physical achievement. This misunderstanding that energy from HFSS foods is 

superior, or complementary, to the energy found in healthy foods was repeated 

at a category level: 

It’s good to have healthy food, but also good to have some unhealthy 

to give you lots of extra energy. If you had all healthy things, then 

you’d have loads of energy, but it would run out really quickly. 

Whereas, one unhealthy thing gives you a boost of energy. (LSES, 

boy, group, Riley, 11, 2P, no work). 

I figure the fact that children are growing and they use a lot of 

energy anyway, for them to eat a chocolate-coated muesli bar in the 

morning is probably a good thing because it gives them the short 

term sugar rush in the chocolate and sugar and whatever, plus what 

the muesli will give them over the day. So to actually have that at the 

start of the day and to only have one is, I think, nothing wrong with 

that. (LSES, parent, group, Alan, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 

For the parents in this study, children’s energy levels were a major concern. 

They worried their children would not eat healthy foods if they were offered 

and would then have insufficient energy to keep going throughout the day and 

would suffer hunger and dehydration. This belief led many parents to the 

conclusion that it was better to offer HFSS foods than nothing at all; this was 

one of the most frequent reasons given for children’s consumption of HFSS 

foods. It seems as though the children may not have wanted nutritious foods, 

knowing that they would be offered HFSS alternatives; the supposed solution 

to the problem – the provision of HFSS foods – may be part of the cause.  

Several parents and some children raised the issue of sports sponsorship and 

the endorsement of products such as HFSS cereals, snacks and drinks by 

children’s sporting heroes. This may have also contributed to confusion about 
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the relationship between products like Milo (sponsor of the ‘Have a Go’ cricket 

program) and Nutrigrain (sponsor of the Iron Man competition) and superior 

physical endurance and performance. 

Advertisements as a Normative Reference Group 

It seemed from the data that promotion was acting as a normative reference 

group by helping to define cultural norms about which food attitudes and 

behaviours are prevalent (descriptive norms) and expected by others (injunctive 

norms), thereby creating pressure to conform. 

Descriptive Norms 

Descriptive norms are perceptions of how other people are actually behaving in 

a given situation, regardless of what behaviours are approved of or legally 

sanctioned. For example, in these schools, conduct norms prohibited trading 

and sharing of food, while descriptive norms encouraged this behaviour. 

The advertisements that were discussed commonly included images of social 

groups who were following the same behaviour and all receiving the same 

rewards. This could arguably influence descriptive norms – the perceived 

prevalence – of consuming these foods: 

They’ve got the most ads. Like when there is the cement mixers, they 

launch chips out of them, and everyone starts eating chips. (HSES, 

boys, group, Mike 10, SP, no work; Owen, 10, 2P, no work). 

S: I like the Choc Chill ad. 

M: Which one was that?  

S: It’s the one where a big cow came out and they were all drinking 

Choc Chill. (LSES, boy, group, Simon, 9, 2P, f/t work). 

When the children describe the advertisement for Munchables in the examples 

below, they emphasise that all the children feel nagged and all mums are 

nagging; this is a more powerful message than a single child being nagged by 

their mother. Ownership of the snack food helps the child in the advertisement 
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to achieve a dominant role in his peer group by getting rid of his mother when 

the other children still had theirs hanging off their backs: 

She [the boy’s mother] jumps on his back and he uses it [the snack 

bar] like ‘the force’ to keep her back, and then all the kids on the 

school bus and all their mums crowded around them and then at the 

end there is a kid on the bus who doesn’t have his mum around. 

(MSES, boy, group, Josh, 9, 2P, p/t work).  

When he goes on the bus, there is like, all these mums and kids 

going, ‘Did you clean? Did you shower?’ and all that, and the 

mothers are still there when they're at school. (LSES, girl, group, 

Colleen, 9, 2P, no work). 

The message in this advertisement is that all mothers nag their children about 

healthy eating, and all children ignore them. This may have some influence on 

descriptive norms. 

Injunctive Norms 

Promotion also appears to have an influence on injunctive norms. Injunctive 

norms relate to perceived social approval for behaviour from important 

referents. The excerpt below indicates an influence on both injunctive and 

descriptive norms; Brent states that Australians like to eat Smith’s crisps and he 

believes this can be leveraged to gain popularity with his peers: 

People in school, Australians, like Smith’s. So if you give them some 

it might help. (MSES, boy, group, Brent, 11, 2P, p/t work). 

Smith’s is an American owned company that originated in the UK. Brent’s 

perception of their Australian credentials may have been influenced by the 

Smith’s promotion campaign, which positions Smith’s crisps as ‘Australia's 

favourite chip’25 and a ‘Great Australian Taste’ (Ryan 2003). 

 

25
 See http://www.smiths.com.au/brands/index.htm. Accessed 5 October, 2009. 
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The influence of promotion on injunctive norms appeared to be important to 

the diffusion process. As discussed earlier, children are favourably predisposed 

to new products; however, this appears to be tempered by perceived risk. This 

was evident when comparing data from the interviews with data from the 

Collage PT. In the interviews, the children stated that they like to try new 

products, yet in the Collage PT they failed to choose any of the new products 

that were offered. In the section above on Informational Reference Groups, 

Stella said that she always liked to try new things that she had seen on 

television, and her drawing of a popular child contains a reference to ‘new 

foods’ (see Figure 5.28). However, Stella did not select any of the new but un-

promoted foods for the popular child in the collage projective technique. These 

novel products in the collage pictures included leading children’s brands from 

the UK which had not been advertised or distributed in this country. As she has 

never seen promotion or friends with the products, the perceived risks of new 

products (functional and psychosocial) have not been overcome. 

During the collage PT, the children were reluctant to choose the un-promoted 

products for their popular child:  

M: Ashley why did you want to get rid of Quavers? [She had placed 

this photo on its own, away from the other photos]. 

A: I didn’t want to get it. 

M: You don’t like Quavers? 

A: I haven’t tried them before. (MSES, girl, group, Ashley, 7, 2P, p/t 

work). 

M: What else would you like? 

J: I would like this, this, this, this [points to all four packaged foods 

he has pasted into the popular boy’s lunchbox], no, no, no, no, not 

this [points to Wotsits]. 

M: Not the Wotsits? 

J: No. (LSES, boy, group, James, 11, 2P, f/t work). 

It is unlikely that the failure to choose these ‘new’ but unadvertised products is 

the result of bad experiences with them, as the products were not distributed in 



214 

this country (though it is possible a small proportion of the children tried them 

on overseas trips). Future research could test whether children would be more 

likely to choose unknown brands if they were first exposed to promotion for 

them. 

The marketing literature notes that brands cannot be created, grown and 

defended without promotion (Meenaghan 1995; Yoo, Donthu & Lee 2000), and 

there were allusions to this relationship in the interviews. The excerpt below 

comes from an interview with a girl who recently emigrated from the UK: 

M: You would actually know these products wouldn’t you [pointing 

to the picture of Quavers, which were included as a non-advertised 

children’s brand]?  

H: Yeah, my uncle was teasing me last night [on the telephone] 

saying, ‘I’m eating a packet of Quavers’. 

M: So do you know any of those foods yet? [Pointing to the foods she 

had chosen] 

H: I chose them because she looks like the new girl and that’s what I 

would have ate. 

M: Why would you eat these if you were the new girl? 

H: Because, I’d be, like, nervous, and it would be difficult for me to 

make new friends. (LSES, girl, group, Hannah, 11, 2P, no work).  

It is interesting to note that, despite Hannah implying in this excerpt that 

Quavers were a favourite food, she put this food in the ‘lunchbox’ of the lonely 

girl. For the popular girl, Hannah choose only brands that were heavily 

advertised in Australia at the time – Roll Ups, Coke, Smith’s Crisps and Yogo. 

This theme can also be seen in Hannah’s drawings of popular and lonely 

children; she chose only unbranded, healthy foods for her lonely girl and gave 

Vegemite to her popular girl – an iconic and heavily promoted Australian food. 
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It is interesting to see that she has also crossed out the generic ‘juice box’ and 

changed it to Coke, the most heavily advertised product in the world26. 

Figure 5.29 Drawing of a popular girl by Hannah,  

 

Figure 5.30 Drawing of a lonely girl by Hannah 

 

 

26
 According to the Interbrand ‘Best Global Brand’ ranking (see: 

http://www.interbrand.com/best_global_brands.aspx). 
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Advertisements appeared to offer a complementary or possibly alternative 

method of mitigating risk by way of referent power. The literature on source 

credibility indicates that celebrities in advertisements remove psychosocial risk 

(Biswas, Biswas & Das 2006). By portraying children’s peers or their sporting, 

musical or movie heroes recommending the product, the advertisements can 

replace real recommendations and remove perceived social and functional 

risks. 

Advertisements as Cultural Capital 

Part of the reason that children reference promotion is because they know their 

social groups reference promotion. They know this because promotion is 

discussed and re-enacted in peer groups, as can be seen from the example 

below: 

M: What else can you think of that you've asked your family for? 

H: I've asked for that one [points to Munchables] and that one [points 

to Dairy Bites], coz they caught my eye in the shops. 

M: Have you seen the ad for Dairy Bites? 

H: Yeah, there's this cow in an aeroplane and this mum and this boy 

and the boy is in the back seat and they've got the sun roof open and 

they're trying to drop the thing in but they're going too fast. The cow 

gets stuck. My friend sent me that ad on email.  

M: So your friend emails you ads?  

H: Not all the time. Just when she sees them and she thinks they're 

funny. We have the same sense of humour.  

M: Do you ever go on the Internet to the websites of these 

companies?  

H: I sometimes do, if I'm doing a search for my friend. (LSES, girl, 

group, Hannah, 11, 2P, no work). 

Back in year five, everyone was laughing and going, ‘My mummy 

cuts my sandwiches into something’ and they were making fun of 

that ad coz they thought it was really funny. (HSES, boy, indv, Tim, 

12, SP, p/t work). 

The children were also aware that other key referents, such as their parents and 

siblings, pay attention to, and enjoy, promotion: 
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M: Do you think your parents watch the ads? 

C: Yep 

J: Yeah my mum… 

C: They always talk about every ad and they always end up buying 

stuff like that. (LSES, girls, group, Kate, 11, 2P, no work; Caitlin, 12, 2P, 

f/t work; Jane, 12, SP, f/t work). 

Part of the reason that parents reference promotion – apart from using it as a 

source of information – is because they know their children are referencing it. 

They know this because they see, and occasionally join in with, their children 

re-enacting and discussing promotion: 

M: Anything else they’ve requested? 

J: The Yogo – that’s from the ads. That’s quite a catchy ad and you 

know they’re singing it. 

M: They sing along? 

J: Yeah, and I don’t mind; we sing along to quite a few of the songs, 

but they’ll ask, usually when we go to the supermarket. (LSES, 

parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

E: It was funny because yesterday when we went in to McDonald’s 

with the voucher and while he is eating the cheese burger my son all 

of a sudden sang, ‘The burgers are better at Hungry Jacks’ because 

the ad says so, and I said ‘Do you really think so? You are eating 

McDonald’s now, do you really think burgers are better in Hungry 

Jacks?’ He said, ‘TV said so’ – he remembers the ad. 

M: Can you think of other examples where your kids sang the tune? 

E: Lots. Singing ‘bacon, bacon, bacon; tomato, lettuce and bacon.’ 

They kept singing it in the car the three hour drive they kept singing, 

it and John my husband he was just sick of it, ‘Bacon, bacon, bacon.’ 

It’s McDonald’s bacon burger. (MSES, parents, group, Nena, 2ch, SP, 

P/t work; Emiko, 2ch, 2P no work). 

We talk about the ads all the time. My eldest, he just thinks how silly 

they are, while my youngest, he just goes, ‘Wow, that’s fantastic!’ 

While my eldest, he just says, ‘That’s stupid’, as in the chocolate ad – 

the Cadburys chocolate ad; like the world would just melt. They 

have got this wonderful tune, but how stupid if everything was 

made of chocolate, it would just melt. We talk about them, whether 

they are stupid, whether they make sense, whether they are lying. 

The kids will question me, ‘Is it true?’ and I say, ‘No’, or, ‘Yes’, or ‘I 

don’t know’. (LSES, parent, group, Bella, 2ch, SP, f/t work). 
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This social interaction relating to promotion may also explain why 

advertisements appear to be such an effective reference group and capable of 

influencing children’s consumption. It offers a shared language – expressions, 

gestures, songs, slogans, characters and symbols. 

Nic: My young Amy said to me, she said mum, I love (the Cadbury’s 

ad). They sing – it’s the old Beach Boys song– and Amy said to me, ‘I 

wish that advert was true mum; I’d be so happy if the world was 

made of chocolate – I could eat it all’.  

E: [singing] ‘Wouldn’t it be nice?’ Is that it? 

M: Yes, that’s the one. 

E: Even my husband remembers when he was little still that ad was 

on, when he was little. 

M: Oh I didn’t realise it was an older ad. 

Nic: Yes, that’s an old one for Cadbury’s. Very successful. 

E: Yes, he says, ‘Oh, I remember this’. I think it’s successful, very 

much. 

Nic: Because Amy is 10 and she remembers seeing that when she was 

7, you know. (MSES, parents, group, Emiko, 2ch, 2P, no work; Nicole, 

2ch, SP, no work). 

The fact that children and parents share, discuss and re-enact advertising 

together has an important implication in that it changes the involvement level 

of promotion. Research on the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty, Cacioppo 

& Schumann 1983) suggests that a change in the level of involvement may 

change the impact of the promotion. Through the process of sharing promotion 

with children, their parents, their siblings and their peers are amplifying the 

effects of the promotion exposure. 

The Promotion Myth 

Several parents expressed contempt for promotion and concern about its 

influence on children; however, these particular parents did not believe that it 

affected themselves or their own children. This phenomenon can be explained 

by the third-person effect, as discussed in the Literature Review. This belief was 
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described by Pettigrew (2002) as ‘The Promotion Myth’ in her study of beer 

consumption. 

Some parents in the higher socio-economic school shared in the promotion 

myth; they expressed concern about advertisements, but were completely 

confident they had inoculated their children against persuasive appeals. They 

believed that they had achieved this by restricting their access to promotion and 

teaching them media literacy skills. Unfortunately, the data from their children 

suggest that their considerable efforts had only limited impact. As explained in 

the Methodology Chapter, there were no comparisons of family data made 

during the data collection stage; although the data from different family 

members were cross-referenced later during data analysis. In the excerpts 

below, Jill shows that she is highly sensitised to the potential effects of food 

promotion on her children, and has made great efforts to limit her children’s 

exposure to food promotion and to equip them with media literacy skills: 

J: I think it (food promotion) has an enormous impact, and that’s 

why we probably don’t expose them to too much television. For that 

and all the other things they see on television, not just the food. But, I 

think food does have an enormous impact, so our kids don’t come 

home and watch TV, they don’t. 

M: So they never really watch commercial television? 

J: They, we, don’t turn it on. We just started turning it on at about 

7pm before they go to bed watching things like Fire 000 because their 

father’s a fireman...We just don’t want them to see things that we 

don’t think is appropriate, so they see it at their friends’ houses. They 

watch ABC Kids TV, that’s what they watch. So, obviously, they are 

not getting the ads there. So, if they are sick or something they will 

turn on ABC Kids and watch a bit of that. 

M: So the times in the early evening when you let them see a little bit 

of television, have you noticed any response to the promotion? 

J: To the promotion, I noticed their reaction to it is that they pick it up 

very quickly. Whereas I tend to shut down when the ads come on, 

they’ve seen an ad once and talk about it and say, ‘I love this ad’, you 

know the Cadbury’s chocolate ad or something…What has helped is 

pointing out to them that it’s promotion; promotion is there to get 

into our heads, them included…It was always our intention to give 

them good dietary habits and part of that is just avoiding television 
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for those reasons and other reasons, and pointing out to them about 

promotion. So, I’ve told them that promotion is there to make us buy 

stuff, and they know that and something they will even say to me, 

‘Oh, that’s stupid, they just want you to buy that, don’t they?’ In a 

very naive way of picking up on what we’ve said to them. (HSES, 

parent, indv, Jill, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

It could be suggested that this would have provided Jill’s children with 

adequate protection from persuasive promotion appeals, as was discussed in 

the Literature Review. However, the drawing below from her daughter, Gail, 

would suggest otherwise: 

Figure 5.31 Drawing of a popular girl by Gail 
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Figure 5.32 Drawing of a lonely girl by Gail 

 

Gail’s drawings illustrate the salience of food promotion and its use of ‘cool’ 

and fun appeals. This is in spite of both Gail’s parents being committed to 

reducing and supervising her viewing, and teaching her to recognise and resist 

promotion appeals. On the other hand, Gail’s inability to recall the brand name 

from the ‘cool’ advertisement may indicate the inoculation was partially 

effective. Similarly, in the excerpt below, Andrea and her husband aim to 

control and educate their children against commercial influences: 

A: I’ve always known what I have wanted, bringing my kids up, and 

commercial TV was completely out of the equation. That goes for my 

husband and myself as well…So, we stuck to ‘no commercial TV’ 

and they don’t ask for it. Like, they see ads during the football – we 

watch football together, but that’s it. 

M: Do they notice the ads then? 

A: Oh yes, they’re glued to the ads when they see them. They’re 

watching some RAC ads at the moment and they talk about them. 

M: What do they enjoy about them? 

A: I think they like the humour, and sometimes they would say, 

‘Dad, what was that ad for?’ I don’t know, sometimes you can’t work 

out what it is. 

M: Okay, do you talk about promotion or any of the food promotion 
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stuff? 

A: Yes when they come shopping with me in the school holidays, 

Nicola, my youngest one, will always want muesli bars and multi 

packets of chips and things that other kids have at school and I really 

am against over packaging – it’s one of my things – and I will say, 

‘No, I am not going to buy that’. (HSES, parent, indv, Andrea, 2ch, 2P, 

no work). 

Once again, both parents are controlling their children’s access to food 

promotion; the children’s only exposure is during shared viewing experiences 

with the parents, where media literacy skills are imparted to the children. 

Shared shopping experiences are also used to teach commercial literacy to their 

children. Most of the research on media literacy would suggest that these 

children were now less vulnerable to food promotion; however, the data from 

their collage told a different story. The collages and excerpts below are from 

their daughters, Sandy (9) and Nicola (7): 

M: So you thought they’d have similar foods. She has more treats 

than this one, why do you think that might be? 

N: Because she looks sad, because she doesn’t have treats. 

M: Okay. She’s got a doughnut though. 

N: Yes. 

M: What’s different between these treats, between the Rollups, the 

Smiths Crisps and the Doughnut? 

N: Because they are yummier. 

M: What makes these foods yummier than a doughnut? 

N: Because they taste better, and they have Tazos in them. 

M: What is it you like about the Tazos. 

N: They are football things. (HSES, girl, group, Nicola, 7, 2P, no work). 
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Figure 5.33 Lunchbox Collage by Nicola 
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M: So Sandy you thought that this girl would have vegies, fruit and a 

sandwich and water, and this girl, she has lots of treats hasn’t she? 

What was your thinking there? 

S: Well, I thought maybe she’s sad because she doesn’t have many 

treats in her lunch box and I thought for her, maybe her mum 

doesn’t really care what she eats. (HSES, girl, group, Sandy, 7, 2P, f/t 

work). 
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Figure 5.34 Lunchbox Collage by Sandy,  
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The final example is from Jade, a mother who previously worked in marketing 

and had become ‘very anti-promotion’ since her children were born. Jade felt so 

strongly about promotion to children that she was writing educational 

materials to teach media literacy skills in school: 

J: I’ve got a thing against promotion; they just watch ABC kids27 and 

they don’t get any ads. I don’t even know if my kids will be aware of 

it. They might, they sort of occasionally see a commercial, but I don’t 

know. I come from a marketing background and I’ve done the full 

circle and I’ve become very anti promotion…They are really clever in 

doing things in kid-friendly ways, but the messages are all the same, 

‘Go out and buy it’. At the end of the day, that’s what it is…Keep it 

to a minimum anyway, they’ll get it eventually anyway. Ella is 

getting to the age now where she knows there are these buttons that 

she can find other stations on the TV. We control it in a way that’s 

not too overly controlling for them. They get a little bit. 

M: Have you started talking to her about promotion yet? 

J: Yes, I’ve spoken to her over the last couple of years about 

promotion and she’s interested in it…If they are aware of what a 

persuasive communication tool is, and that’s what promotion is, and 

I try and make them aware of that, but at the end of the day they are 

very clever and very funny and they are very bright and they are 

gorgeous but just pick out what they want you to do…I suppose 

there is less brand awareness because we just get whatever one we 

like at the time rather than having any pre-conceived ideas of what is 

out there if you know what I mean…I manage to keep them very 

generic. (HSES, parent, indv, Jade, 2ch, 2P, f/t work). 

From her commitment to protecting her children from promotion exposure, it 

might be expected that her daughters were unaware of and unaffected by food 

promotion. This did not appear to be the case. At the end of every interview, 

the children were asked about five promotion campaigns that were being 

broadcast at the time of the data collection. In the interview with Jade’s 

daughter Emma (age 7), who was interviewed with two other children, Emma 

 

27
 Referring to the children’s programes shown on the channel of the national broadcaster – The 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation. The ABC is prohibited from broadcasting advertisements. 
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had unaided recall of all five campaigns and was keen to be the one who 

described the campaign to the group: 

M: Who’s seen an ad for Roll Ups? [Emma puts her hand up] You 

have Emma? 

E: Yep, this Roll Up guy like that he rolled right down…I’ve seen the 

one with the bridge and he bounced right down nearly touched the 

water and he bounced right up… 

M: Who knows the Vegemite ad? 

E: Me. 

M: You tell us about it Emma. 

E: It’s a black and white picture and this boy is sitting down eating a 

vegemite sandwich and then all these weird people come and sing 

this weird song… 

M: Now, next one is Cadbury’s chocolate; who has seen the ad for 

Cadbury’s Chocolate? [all hands go up] 

Mag: Me! 

M: What’s it like? You tell us Maggie. 

Mag: Actually, I haven’t seen that one, but I’ve seen another ad like 

it. 

M: What is it like Larry? 

L: I’ve seen it. The kid is going to school and their mum is catching 

them and they are boys. 

M: Oh, I’ve not seen that one. The one I was thinking of is the one 

where they sing, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if the world was chocolate’. 

E: I know that one [they all become excited and start talking over 

each so they can be the one to tell me about the ad]. 

Mag: I know that one. 

E: I know that one, I saw it. It might say you can win a trip… (HSES, 

girls, group, Emma, 7, 2P, f/t work; Maggie, 7, 2P, no work; boy, Larry, .7, 

SP, no work). 

The mythical nature of immunity to promotion effects was also apparent from 

conversations about healthy eating campaigns. Although parents and children 

frequently stated that promotion did not influence them, they would 

enthusiastically discuss how they were strongly influenced by the socially 

acceptable advertisements for fruits and vegetables. The participants discussed 

two major campaigns for healthy eating – the ‘fruit face’ campaign sponsored 
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by the government and the ‘five fingers of fruit’ campaign sponsored by the 

Woolworth’s supermarket chain. Although most parents suggested that 

promotion was screened out and discounted, they readily acknowledged the 

influence of these campaigns on the consumption behaviours of their families: 

M: What about the healthy ads? 

S: Yes, the two fruit and five veg – they always remind me when I am 

cooking dinner – I think, ‘Oh, I have got to have my five veg’, and I 

make sure I do it. And for her, she is not a great veggie eater, so 

throughout the day, she has banana or apple for lunch, she has 

carrots, celery, broccoli, and I try to pump it up with a little more 

fruits. 

M: What about the Woolworth’s one, with the kids with the little 

hands of veggies and fruit, have you seen that one? 

S: Is that the one where the kid’s got the plate with fingers of fruit? It 

reminds me, but I am not so sure for my daughter, but it reminds me 

to put my fingers on the plate as well. So, yes, it works. (MSES, 

Parent, indv, Susan, 2ch, SP, p/t work). 

He laughs [at the fruit rocket ad], ‘Oh look, he’s going to eat his arm!’ 

and I was having trouble getting him to eat his apple and I said to 

him, ‘How about we do what those little children do on TV, and we 

make an apple face’. So now when he asks for an apple he asks for an 

apple face, because he’s more interested in eating his food when it’s 

made into something. Then he laughs, ‘I’m eating the nose!’ and I got 

that from a commercial. (LSES, parent, group, Melody, 3ch, 2P, no 

work). 

It is possible that these campaigns are simply more salient to these parents than 

the advertisements for HFSS foods, and it is possible that they view these 

advertisements differently – as information messages – leading to greater recall 

and elaboration. 

Mediators of Promotion Effects 

Much of this chapter has discussed how parents and peers interact with food 

promotion, thereby amplifying or diminishing its effects. The data also 

indicated that there were a number of institutions and groups that mediated the 

effects of food promotion. These are discussed below. 
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Promotion Effects Mediated by Schools 

One finding that was not anticipated was that schools can influence the effects 

of food promotion. This was surprising considering schools are meant to be an 

environment free from commercial influences (Australian Psychological Society 

2000). Their influence appeared to both amplify and reduce promotion effects, 

depending on policies within each school and on the actions of individual 

teachers. 

The school’s importance in mediating promotion effects appears to be 

underpinned by two factors: setting and status. Firstly, schools are one of the 

settings where children have the largest amount of time with their peers. There 

is likely to be no other setting where children have such frequent exposure to a 

large number of role models. Bandura (1977) emphasised that the multiplicity 

of modelling – when the same behaviours are carried out by multiple role 

models who are rewarded in the same way – is a particularly powerful form of 

social learning. 

Secondly, the behaviours carried out at school have great impact because of the 

status of schools in society. Parents and children look to their school and its 

staff as sources of authority. 

N: You could do the same thing at home but the teacher stands up 

and says the same information and it means more because, ‘Miss 

Such and Such said that; you don’t know anything mum’. 

E: I will say the last couple of years same thing – drink milk because 

it’s healthy – but now it’s, ‘Mr Such and Such said drink milk every 

day because it’s healthy and good for your teeth and bones’, ‘but I 

told you many times and you haven’t listened’! But he will listen to 

what the teacher says! (MSES, Parents, gp, Nicole, 2ch, SP, no work, and 

Emiko, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

S: Whatever is done in the school, it leaves a great impact. 

C: Yes, it does, it does. (LSES, Parents, gp, Sunita, 2ch, 2P, p/t work, and 

Cassie, 2ch, 2P, f/t work). 
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Schools were described by numerous interviewees as the litmus test of what 

was acceptable in society at large; a normative referent wielding enormous 

credibility. This is not to suggest that parents treated the school and its teachers 

as omniscient; many parents discussed ways they thought their schools could 

improve. 

It became apparent from conversations with the children about promotion that 

the school context is a common feature of children’s advertisements. Several of 

the campaigns they discussed involved school routines and school characters. 

For example, the mentioned ads for Roll Ups and LCM bars were both set in 

schools and featured a Head Teacher interacting with the product. An ad that 

was mentioned for Subway was filmed in a school playground and shows the 

children eating their lunch in an undercover area that was very similar to their 

own schools’ eating areas. They also discussed an ad for Vegemite set in the 

classroom, and an ad for Munchables set in the school playground: 

I remember one where a kid was like sneaking bites of vegemite in 

his desk and then the teacher is like, ‘Okay James can you please tell 

us what Thiamine is?’ And then he’s talking about like what’s in 

vegemite and stuff. (HSES, boy, indv, Tim, 12, SP, p/t work). 

When this kid goes into High School and his mum just jumps on him 

and he walks around with the mum on his back and then he has the 

Munchables, he takes them out leaning over and he gets to school 

and then everyone else still has their mums on their back. (MSES, 

boy, group, Kale, 8, SP, no work). 

Schools Amplify Promotion Effects 

The most important role that the school appeared to play in mediating 

promotion effects was as a showground for the latest food premiums to be 

displayed on backpacks and lunchboxes, discussed in the playground and 

classroom, and sampled by children and their friends. The excerpt below, 

though rather lengthy, is included because it reveals how food promotion was 
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amplified when children were exposed to the food, the premium and 

promotion through both school and home: 

A: The first time I recognized the toy was on the ad, and when Cara 

got McDonald's and she had a Polly Pocket thing that I wanted to 

have too. 

M: Cara, did you get that at school or when you were at home? 

C: No, at school. 

A: Yesterday 

M: So when you saw the Polly Pocket Ada, did you go home and ask 

Mum for that – to take you McDonald's for it? 

C: Actually, it was at lunchtime when I saw Cara with it and I nearly 

forgot about it, but when I saw it on the ad, I asked Mum to go to 

McDonald's and she said, ‘Okay’. But we didn’t get to go there 

because mum recognised it wasn’t her pay day and she didn’t have 

enough money, but I said it was okay and we could go today…Then 

we went onto the mattress and we put it in the lounge room and we 

watched the TV show and I saw the Polly Pocket thing again. 

M: Ada, what program were you watching when you saw the Polly 

Pocket ad from McDonald's? 

A: It was channel 10. I think it’s only on channel 10. 

D: I saw it on channel 7 as well. (LSES, girls, group, Cara, 7 2P, no 

work; Ada, 7, 2P, no work). 

Although Ada had seen the premium offer at school, and knew she wanted to 

have it, she forgot about it when she got home. This scenario was described 

several times by children in the study – the school provided them with 

exposure to new products, but this may not have been followed up with a 

product request without the promotion to remind them at home. As noted 

earlier, promotion not only reminded the children to ask their parents for the 

food, it provided the parents with a reference to the product and brand that was 

being requested. 

The opportunity to display and discuss foods, promotions and premiums at 

school was not limited to the playground. It appeared that children had 

opportunities to do this during class time, notably during ‘show and tell’ or 

‘news’ segments, where children became living advertisements for the latest 
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fast food promotions. The impact of this peer-promotion is likely to be 

substantial in view of the high involvement setting: 

C: It’s the kids bringing them in for news, ‘So and so brought such 

and such in, can we go to McDonald’s to get it?’ And it’s peer 

pressure, because everybody’s got it, it’s the in thing for the week 

until the next thing comes out. 

S: At the school, also, there is a lot of opportunity for the child to 

share it, you know? In all the classes they have daily news or show 

and tell and the kids, they love to bring something that only the child 

has got. He has got something and they show it to the class and they 

talk about it, elaborate and the kids get so tempted, ‘Yes I want to get 

something now!’  

M: Can you remember one of them that your child saw at school and 

asked you for? 

C: Just recently McDonald’s had, like, a ball, but they had a spinning 

top, I don’t know how it works, but anyway, and they had a series of 

different colours or something, and that went on for ages and they 

finally got one. (LSES, parents, group, Cassy, 3ch, 2P, p/t work; Sunita, 

2ch, 2P, p/t work). 

J: If he sees something the other kids have got at school maybe he’ll 

say, ‘Can we go to McDonald’s to get one of these?’ The year before 

last, we used to go to soccer every Sunday morning and we used to 

walk home past McDonald’s and he was screaming every time so we 

had to stop for something. So, we quite often did stop on a Sunday 

morning for something, as a bit of a treat. I know sometimes that 

some of the toys that he had seen the kids with that he wanted to get 

hold of. 

M: So kids bring these toys to school? 

J: Yes. 

M: Did he want to then take his toy bring it in for news? 

J: Yes, he’s done that a couple of times, been brought along for news. 

M: Are they allowed to do McDonald’s toys for news? 

J: Well, a couple of times I can remember he has brought them along. 

(HSES, parent, indv, Jim, 1ch, 2P, no work). 

There was even an example of a teacher getting the children to sing 

promotional songs in class: 

C: That song they sing, I don’t know if they do it at this school, but at 

the last school, it was, ‘McDonald’s, McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, Pizza, 

KFC, KFC’, and they do the actions to it. I tell you what, that drove 



233 

me mad and they would sing it constantly. 

M: In the classroom – with the teacher? 

C: Yes, the teachers do it at school. It’s just a fun action song, but 

because it’s the take-away thing of course they’ve got it in their 

mind. What’s that other ad, they sing, the Coke ad or you know the 

ones that have the jingles to them. (LSES, parent, group, Cassie, 3ch, 

2P, p/t work). 

The mediating role of schools in promotion was supported by the observation 

data. The excerpt below shows an important role for the school as a venue for 

sharing food premiums: 

I see a girl with chips, showing off her Tazo spinner. It is an AFL one. 

She has a group of children around her. She is handing out chips and 

passing around the Tazo for the other children to look at. (LSES 

Friday 2 June 2007, Recess). 

As discussed earlier, school is also a showcase for the take-away food itself. 

There were numerous mentions of children having food from quick service 

restaurants delivered to the school by their parents. 

Schools Diminish Promotion Effects 

Schools also had a very positive impact on children’s diets and there were 

examples of them reducing the effects of food promotion. One of the main ways 

that schools helped to reduce the effects of food promotion was by providing 

media literacy training to the children, a skill that some parents may not have 

been equipped or motivated to provide: 

S: In Year 5, my older son’s class, they did one with KFC, Kentucky 

Fried Chicken. There was some hand out given, not any voucher, but 

there was something particular about how the fried chicken was 

made and it was very alarming. My elder son to date says, ‘I’ll never 

go to KFC.’ It left a lot of impact on him. The fried chicken is made in 

a manner which is not at all healthy. 

M: And the teacher handed this out? 

S: Yes. Yes. ‘Till now he has it in his folder. The properties to keep it 

white chicken. (LSES, parents, group, Cassie, 3ch, 2P, p/t work; Sunita, 

2ch, 2P, p/t work). 
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In the higher socio-economic school, the school health nurse ran puppet shows 

to teach media literacy and healthy eating skills to the children. Her show 

included warnings about the persuasive nature of promotion and how to 

recognise misleading claims in promotions. The school also ran a more 

advanced media literacy program for their 12 year olds. The Deputy Principal 

showed them misleading advertisements and they discussed the impact of 

tobacco promotion; the children were then required to design and create their 

own anti-consumption campaigns across a number of product categories. These 

anti-advertisements were displayed prominently in the library, and the children 

were delighted to show their work to the researcher and discuss the meanings 

behind their counter-persuasive messages. The majority of these campaigns 

focused on the promotion of unhealthy food, including a particularly vivid 

poster for ‘Dead Rooster’ (a play on the name and corporate branding of Red 

Rooster), which involved images of chickens on a production line and the 

liberal use of red paint. 

As well as providing media literacy to the children, the schools acted as 

proponents and defenders of healthy eating. When parents were asked what 

had been a positive influence on their children’s diets, the answer very often 

included schools: 

I know they had trouble with the shop across the road; they had a 

Coke machine in her shop and some kids were seen in the morning 

buying out of the machine and bringing it into school. A note came 

home in the newsletter reminding kids that we don’t have cool 

drinks at school and for parents to be aware their kids were doing 

that in the morning. (LSES, parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

In the higher socio-economic school, the teaching staff placed themselves firmly 

in the role of the guardians of healthy eating, and this had a powerful effect on 

the parents and the children. The staff were a formidable reference group and 

this created a different type of psychosocial risk in food selection; if a child was 

caught with HFSS foods in their lunchbox, the mother could be perceived as a 
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‘bad mother’, and could experience feelings of shame and failure. The child 

could also be embarrassed in public, which added to the parents’ burden of 

psychosocial risk. By getting involved in this issue, the staff created an 

alternative reference group for the parents and children and effectively reduced 

the quantity of HFSS foods consumed at school. This was apparent in the 

comments from mothers below: 

Occasionally, I might try and put in a lolly, or if I've got some little – 

Freddo Frogs or something in the fridge. I might try and sneak that 

in, and she is like, ‘Oh no, you can't put that in, somebody might see’, 

because at one stage the Principal was doing lunch box checks. Very 

draconian – she would go around and inspect everyone's lunchbox, 

so you know, ‘Oh, you can't put a lolly in my lunchbox, I might get 

found out’. (HSES, parent, indv, Sandy, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

They say, you know, ‘Why can’t I have this because Ian has it?’ And I 

say, ‘Well you are not going to eat chocolate at school. I don’t want 

teachers seeing you eat chocolate.’ I just explain to them that they are 

not allowed that kind of thing. (HSES, parent, indv, Rebecca, 1ch, 2P, f/t 

work). 

I know when the kids were in Year One, the teachers always looked 

in lunch boxes. I don’t know if they do it at this school, that was a 

different school. (HSES, parent, indv, Liz, 1ch, 2P, p/t work). 

The success of this campaign was limited though. There was no punishment for 

being caught with these foods, other than the social and psychological 

punishment of being caught. The lunchbox raids were also sporadic, and so 

there was still widespread evidence of HFSS foods in the school, both in the 

lunchboxes and the school canteen. However, there was a noticeable difference 

between food attitudes and behaviours at this school and those exhibited at the 

other two schools. 

The lower socio-economic school was less militant and took an encouraging, 

rather than punitive, role; they appeared to have little choice, as these foods 

dominated lunch and recess in this school. The strategies adopted by the 
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teachers were still effective in discouraging the children from eating promoted 

foods. This was apparent during an interview and observation at the school: 

S: Our canteen, you get tokens in our lunch area. You get faction 

tokens if you eat that [points to the pictures of healthy food]. So other 

people will try and eat that food. 

M: Who hands those out?  

S: The teachers – our Deputy Principal. At lunchtime, they have a 

duty bag with the tokens in them… Most people try to eat the 

healthy food to get the tokens. (LSES, girl, group, Stella, 10, 2P, p/t 

work). 

Field notes: Several are drinking 'Choc Chills'. Some are eating hot 

dogs and burgers. More children are eating their sandwiches and 

fruit than in previous observations…The Deputy Head is on duty 

today and the lunch is much more controlled and carefully 

supervised. She is walking amongst the children as they eat and I 

notice she carries a bag and is handing out tokens from it. I ask her 

what she is doing and she explains that every time she sees a child 

eating fruit or veg, she awards them a faction token. The children 

place these faction tokens into the faction boxes and these are 

counted up each week and a prize awarded to the faction with the 

most tokens. They appear to have an impact on peer pressure, 

because I notice one little girl takes her token to show an older child 

(maybe the faction leader?) who praises her. (LSES, Friday 2 June 

2007, Lunch). 

The excerpt from the observation suggests that the tokens caused those children 

who had healthy food in their lunchbox to consume it. In other observations at 

this school there had been almost no fruit eaten (one or two pieces in the entire 

lunch). It may also have been a result of the Deputy Principal’s involvement 

and her explicit encouragement of healthy eating. However, it is unclear 

whether this member of staff had an impact on the healthy eating of children in 

the school, or simply rewarded those children who would have eaten healthy 

food regardless. 

Schools Mediate the Diffusion Process 

An unexpected finding to emerge from the data was that schools seem to play a 

critical role in the diffusion of food products. The combination of promotion, 
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school, and home seemed to be highly effective at driving product diffusion. As 

indicated previously, a child’s exposure to new products seemed most 

persuasive when they had seen the product in advertised form and at school or 

in friends’ homes. The multiple exposures in different settings seemed to 

increase the likelihood that children would request the product, through 

increasing perceived desirability of the products and eliminating perceived 

risks (psychological, social, functional) that are incumbent on new products. 

The school playground served as an important informational reference point – 

communicating information about new products. It also served as a value-

expressive reference group – communicating information about which products 

are ‘yummy’ or ‘cool’ and which products are ‘yucky’ or ‘lame’.  

Field notes: I notice that lots of children are eating packets of chips – 

the mini size packets that come in Smith's multipacks. I realise that 

there appears to be evidence of social contagion. The children, as a 

social group, appear to have food fads. Different foods are highly 

popular for a short time and are then replaced by others. (LSES 

Thursday 8 June 2007, Lunch). 

Playgrounds were the meeting places where the children had most of their 

social contact. They afforded opportunities for sharing information and for 

product trial through trading and gifting rituals: 

L: I find the girls like to all try things, it all depends on what age they 

are. They really shouldn’t be swapping food… 

T: But they’re all sitting in a circle… 

L: Yeah, saying, ‘Can I finish off that? Can I have a taste of that?’ 

Then they come home and say, ‘That was really nice’. (LSES, parents, 

group, Tania, 2ch, 2P, no work; Lila, 2ch, 2P p/t work). 

This suggests that the school setting, which is supposed to be a commercial free 

zone, is helping to drive demand for advertised products. Further attempts to 

control both the foods consumed at school and the food rituals occurring at 

school may provide effective methods for improving children’s diets. 
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Promotion Effects Mediated by Community Groups 

Other organisations in the community also appeared to mediate promotion 

effects. Most noticeable were the sports clubs sponsored by food companies. In 

addition to seeing their favourite sports teams wearing clothing with logos of 

food companies, the children were also exposed to the sponsorship of their own 

sporting activities by food companies. These arrangements normally provided 

sports equipment and burger vouchers for the ‘star player’ of the match. In 

some cases they also included the bibs that the children had to wear whilst 

participating in the sport, thereby making the children an involuntary walking 

advertisement. An example of this can be seen in Appendix E. 

J: When we go to sporting things, or, we haven’t been to the football 

a lot, but when we go there is always the promotion; they notice that 

when we watch it on TV. See, I don’t see it and they pick up when 

they watch the Eagles or something. They pick up the banners along 

the side that change. I’m amazed at the detail that they get caught up 

in that I just couldn’t be bothered with and they comment on it. 

M: I wonder why that is? So these are ads for companies? 

J: Well Hungry Jacks is the major sponsor of the Eagles and my 

daughter is an Eagles fan and they’ve got it on their jersey. 

M: Does that have an impact 

J: Yes I’m sure it does, I think it’s an association thing, you know, my 

daughter has said that Hungry Jacks is better than McDonald’s, 

maybe it came from there. (HSES, parent, indv, Jill, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

The cumulative influence of sporting groups appeared to be smaller than the 

influence of schools, which is a reflection of the dominance of schools in 

children’s lives. Nevertheless, these groups did appear to amplify the effects of 

promotion on children’s diets. 

It was interesting to note that some of the parents who had expressed grave 

misgivings about food promotion were reluctant to condemn sports 

sponsorship by food companies. Unlike the advertisements on television, which 

seemed to have no direct benefit to their families, the parents were quick to 

defend sport sponsorship as somehow different and more acceptable than other 
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forms of food promotion. They believed that children’s sports may not be able 

to function without this money, a fact that would affect their own children and 

possibly increase costs to themselves: 

I can take a step back and understand that there is a struggle for 

money. Healthway can only give out so many grants; there is only so 

much sponsorship and it’s a double-edged sword. McDonald’s don’t 

sponsor ‘Little Athletics’, then they can’t run. So, you know, your kid 

sees the McDonald’s okay – we got and we get given vouchers if my 

eldest son does well in an event. We don’t use them. Our kids might 

have McDonald’s as a treat and that’s it. But again, I think it comes 

down to parent responsibility and you know, if you are sponsored 

by McDonald’s or you are sponsored by a smoking company, it 

doesn’t mean you are going to do it. Explain to your children that’s 

how it works and my kids seem to handle the explanation. I say to 

them, ‘I don’t think McDonald’s is that healthy, especially not at the 

end of every day’. So a treat it’s good – good on McDonald’s they 

give junior sport money – but again, I still think if you empower 

your children to make decisions, and to explain to them how it all 

works instead of just saying that McDonald’s is bad for you or get 

upset because it’s sponsoring something then I think they can take a 

balanced approach away…You’ve got to be realistic about how much 

sponsorship dollars there are and unfortunately fast foods, as much 

as you don’t like it, they are out there with their sponsorship dollars. 

(HSES, parent, indv, Annie, 1ch, 2P, f/t work).  

E: Last week my son started Auskick [AFL for children] and one or 

two kids every week get some certificate of achievement – a voucher 

at McDonald’s – and they are encouraged to do sports, and they are 

one of the big sponsors, and that’s alright. But also they give a 

voucher to go to that shop and of course my son got that voucher 

and it’s, ‘Mummy can I go to McDonald’s because I’ve got that free 

thing’. So yesterday I went to McDonald’s with this voucher, free 

voucher, just to buy the burger and chips. 

M: How did that work, did you buy him the thing from the voucher 

or did you all eat? 

E: Yesterday my son and I went and so I just had a coffee and my son 

was happy with burger and chips and orange juice as well, but I 

chose orange juice, and he just pointed, ‘Mummy, can I have the 

fizzy drink?’ I said, ‘No, orange juice’, but of course he wanted fizzy 

because it was a special occasion for him. 

M: Would you rather McDonald’s weren’t doing this? 

E: I’d rather, yes I’d prefer, but that’s good encouragement to kids to 
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get the certificate and it says achievement. 

Nic: Yeah, you could use the horror lines – McDonald’s shouldn’t be 

doing this, it's morally outrageous, we should choose Uncle Toby’s. 

But try reading what’s on the packet of some of the Uncle Toby’s 

products and it’s not always as healthy; they’ve got more additives 

in them, so sometimes some of those products make McDonald’s 

look healthy. 

E: Yes, I thought it’s not that bad and also for lunch time a 

cheeseburger and chips is not that bad in small portions. 

Nic: When you are going to the children’s sporting events, it’s not 

like the adult ones. They are not allowed to advertise with billboards 

and things like the rugby and the soccer and the footy and it’s huge, 

you are dominated with Hungry Jacks ads because they are the 

major sponsor of those games. They haven’t allowed that to happen 

in children’s sport. I mean, my daughter has got those ones vouchers 

that Emiko is talking about and it’s about achievement. I think you 

are handing that out and, because they don’t have promotion around 

the kids, I think it's just a little reward thing. I mean my daughters go 

to ballet and they get a lolly afterwards and the thing is, if you 

haven’t done well in ballet you don’t get a lolly and kids soon learn 

that if they are going to have a tantrum, they don’t get the lolly. 

(MSES, parents, group, Nicole, 2ch, SP, no work; Emiko, 2ch, 2P, no work). 

Some of the parents were obviously affected by the feelings they had 

experienced when their child was awarded a voucher for player of the match 

(as most children are – the awards recognise good effort, positive attitude and 

teamwork, and are typically rotated throughout the season, with the aim of 

each child winning at least once during the season). This had created an 

emotional connection between the sponsor and the parent that made it difficult 

for parents to view the situation objectively. All of this suggests that a ban on 

sports sponsorship may not be popular with the community and may receive 

less community support than a ban on other forms of promotion, as 

sponsorship is perceived to have greater personal consequences. This is not to 

suggest that these findings do not support a ban on sports sponsorship, they 

merely indicate that such a move would require determination and leadership 

as it may lack widespread community support. 
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Promotion Effects Mediated by the Media 

The mediating role of the media was apparent in the data. Some of the children 

and parents referred to a segment on a popular, prime-time current affairs 

programme they had seen, which discussed concern about the large proportion 

of HFSS foods being co-promoted with the latest Shrek movie. This segment 

had been aired on one of the early evening public affairs shows on television.  

A: He’s [Shrek] selling lots of unhealthy things at the stores, like 

chocolate bars and biscuits like this. It’s very, very, very, very, very 

bad. 

M: Where did you see this? 

A: We were watching a television show on Channel 10 at our house 

and we saw it and we changed to Channel 7 where they had the 

news and it was the same ad and we kept watching it on Channel 10 

and it just said all these bad things about what Shrek’s doing. (LSES, 

girl, group, Ada, 7, 2P, no work). 

The Spiderman chocolate pudding, but that’s all [licensed products] I 

really give in to. I won’t buy anything else, and that’s why when they 

were bringing out on the news about the Shrek. There was a big 

thing with Shrek a few months ago; that it was on everything – 

muesli bars, cereals, puddings, and they were saying this is 

disgusting. This face is being put on this junky food you’ve got to 

start doing something about it. But it’s on everything, it’s not just the 

Shrek thing. (LSES, parent, group, Melody, 3ch, 2P, no work). 

M: So how do you choose which one to go to?  

T: Well, McDonald’s is okay, but it’s sort of weird like a lot of the 

stuff is a bit odd. Plus, that’s the one with most of the bad press and 

I’m like, ‘That’s not me’. Plus, at Hungry Jacks, their slogan is 

actually true, the burgers are better.  

M: So you feel that’s not misleading? 

T: Yeah, I feel that’s the most accurate ad I’ve known. (HSES, boy, 

indv, Tim, 12, SP, p/t work). 

In addition, there was mention of the documentary ‘Super Size Me’ being 

discussed at home and in the classroom 

S: The school has great impact. Like the earliest school where I was 

teaching in India, we had shown the kids the movie ‘Super Size Me’.  
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M: You showed that to the children? 

S: Yes, we showed it and after the second day we got many calls 

from parents saying that my child does not want to eat 

McDonald’s…Yes, and the parents have said that, ‘My child does not 

want to go to McDonald’s’, like, ‘We want him to eat something, and 

he says, ‘No, McDonald’s is bad’’. (LSES, parent, group, Sunita, 2ch, 

2P, p/t work).  

Negative publicity surrounding food products appeared to have a considerable 

influence on the children and parents within this sample, and they were eager 

to distance themselves from these products and state that they had not been 

affected by the promotion themselves. This is encapsulated in Tim’s comment 

above when he says, ‘That’s not me’: 

Promotion Effects Mediated by Supermarkets 

Perhaps the most obvious mediators of food promotion are supermarkets. Food 

retailers are the perpetrators of their own promotional activities, and these 

appeared to have direct effects on children’s food consumption, as can be seen 

from the excerpts below. They also amplified the effects of the promotion 

campaigns carried out by food producers. The data indicated that food retailers 

have an important role in amplifying the effects of food promotion: 

They put them as you walk into the shop and they put them as you 

walk out of the shop. As you are walking out of the checkout, they’re 

right there, or on the beginning of aisles, so you’ve got no choice but 

to go past them and of course because they’re in such a prominent 

position, the kid’s eyes are attracted to them straight away. They’re 

not always in the aisles; they’re on the ends. We have an issue mainly 

on Thursday nights at Coles. They decide to give free samples, and 

it’s like, I don’t want my kids to eat that, and the kids are like, ‘It’s 

free’. The last time we went shopping they had Oreos, little biscuit 

things. The kids like normal Oreos and they were like, ‘Oh’, [whining 

noise] and I let them have it. The next time we went shopping, they 

remembered they had tasted them, so we had to get Oreos. They call 

the kids in, ‘Taste this, taste this’, the lady in Coles does; she’s 

horrific. If there was someone on the streets saying, here have a 

sample, ‘No way’, but you’re in a shopping centre, and they’re 
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giving samples of their product. (LSES, parent, indv, Bella, 2ch, SP, f/t 

work). 

One of the food retailers’ most important mechanisms for influencing children 

was the use of direct mail catalogues that are distributed directly into peoples’ 

letterboxes. The children reported enjoying looking through these brochures to 

obtain information about new foods and as aide-memoirs for which foods they 

had seen and wanted to request. Some of the parents were happy for the 

catalogues to be used in this way, as it helped them with the difficult job of 

feeding the children by providing them with information of pre-approved food 

products: 

M: Can you think of any food ads you've seen? 

C: I don’t really watch TV, because I've got a TV that doesn't have 

ads on it. It's ABC, where you don’t have any ads. But I have seen 

them in the magazine. 

M: Which magazine?  

C: I've forgot what the name is. Yesterday there was this magazine 

just sitting there, that was promotion food. It had Shrek stuff all over- 

the food packets, like every single food packet had Shrek, Shrek, 

Shrek, Shrek, because something new that Shrek had made had just 

come out. 

M: I saw that. That was the supermarket catalogue wasn’t it – where 

they tell you what the prices of food are. Was it Woolworths or 

Coles, I can't remember? 

C: Yeah, Coles. 

M: And what Shrek foods did they have, I can't remember? 

C: They had Shrek yogurt, Shrek sweets, those mini Shrek biscuits, 

Shrek chips, and other things, but I can't remember the rest. (LSES, 

girl, indv, Colleen, 9, 2P, no work). 

M: Can you think of something they have asked for recently from the 

TV? 

R: Apart from the Spiderman from Hungry Jacks, the Shrek thing in 

the box – that’s where she saw it – on TV. 

M: What about the catalogues the supermarkets put out? 

R: Oh God, yes and the Kmart and Big W catalogues with all the 

Shrek stuff in it. What did we buy at the shop before? Oh yeah, Shrek 

biscuits. They had them at a friend’s house the other day and we’re 

watching Shrek and eating Shrek biscuits and then they get the food 
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catalogues and it’s, ‘Can we get this? Can we get that?’ and because I 

work at Woollies, they say, ‘Can you get that before you finish?’ 

(LSES, parent, indv, 2ch, SP, p/t work). 

Children and parents discussed a specific consumption ritual in relation to 

these ‘specials’ brochures from retailers. Some of the children apparently 

looked through these catalogues and circled items that they would like their 

parents to buy when they went shopping. Some of the parents resented this 

intrusion into family life by the retailers – even going so far as to put up a ‘no 

junk mail’ sign to protect their children; however, others welcomed this 

assistance with the difficult task of finding food that their children would eat. 

MODIFIERS 

There were exceptions to the behaviours discussed in this grounded theory. 

Communicating through food, investing through food and referencing food 

promotion were prevalent, but not shared by everybody in the sampled 

population. A few parents in the study reported rarely purchasing packaged 

foods for their children and it is helpful to consider the factors that they felt 

helped them to pursue healthy eating over psychosocial eating. 

Food Additives 

Those interviewees whose food behaviours seemed to be motivated by 

physiological, rather than psychosocial, needs had one of several factors 

supporting their healthy eating. The first supporting factor, mentioned by many 

parents in the study, was avoidance of food additives. The interview guide 

included no prompts about additives, yet approximately a quarter of the 

parents raised concerns about food additives and discussed this as an important 

influence on their child-feeding practices. This was a modifying issue across the 

sample (four higher SES, three middle SES, and three lower SES parents) and 

reportedly resulted in these parents eliminating a large proportion of packaged 

foods they had previously purchased. Instead, they relied on healthier home-
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prepared snacks and foods. It is possible that concerns about additives had been 

heightened by the publication of a local book about additives in children’s 

foods (Additive Alert by Julie Eady (2004)). The book was written by a local 

mother and promoted extensively through workshops and talks in Perth 

schools. The nature of the material ensured widespread word of mouth 

amongst parents: 

We’re pretty strict; and it’s only been in the last six months that 

we’ve made this big change. I’ve actually got them to the point 

where they’re reading the nutrition facts on the back and stuff like 

that to look for the numbers. She [Julie Eady,] was more, you know, 

about the numbers, the preservatives and the additives and things. 

She just totally opened my eyes. I’d heard about additives and 

numbers, but never taken much notice. Because my son’s behaviour 

was borderline ADD, I had to do something. As soon as I did it, the 

week that I started it, he just changed, he calmed down. He’s getting 

good results at school now, so I’m too scared now to go back. He 

knows, ‘I can’t have that can I Mum, coz I go a bit silly?’ (LSES, 

parent, indv, Joanne, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

In a sense, this widespread concern about additives was yet more testament to 

the power of peer-group influence on food consumption behaviours. The 

author of the additives book was a local mum with no relevant qualifications or 

professional experience. She travelled around local schools, presenting talks as 

one mother to other mothers, filled with stories about the difficulties of feeding 

her own children. This message was passed on, along with the book that was 

sold at the talks, to other mothers. 

I think the thing that’s helped me is try and get, put the children on a 

good diet, is that book by Julie Eady, ‘Additive Alert’. That’s what’s 

helped a lot, and that’s made me very aware of what things are going 

into the food and the rubbish food…I went to a talk up North with 

her. Actually one of the mums from my son’s class, her daughter was 

in my son’s class, we did Kindy duty in Kindy together. We got 

chatting and she told me about it so then I read the book and then I 

just became very aware of it then…She hasn’t done a huge 

promotion campaign, so it’s basically through word of mouth, so 

those people who have read it have then spread the word; because, 
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I’ve got quite a few people to read it from when I did it, and then this 

girl that gave it to me, she’d obviously showed other people; she was 

very passionate about it. (HSES, parent, indv, Samantha, 1ch, 2P, no 

work). 

One interesting aspect to this concern about additives was the children’s 

support for this issue. The mothers always spoke of their children recognising 

the need to make these changes, once the issue was explained to them. It was 

noticeable when interviewing the children of these mothers that there were no 

complaints about the dietary restrictions and no longing expressed for the foods 

they could no longer consume. This suggests that parents are capable of doing 

their own highly effective food promotion campaigns to children when they are 

sufficiently informed and motivated to do so. 

It is interesting to note that many of the parents who changed their children’s 

diets in order to avoid additives were in fact driven by psychosocial rather than 

physical concerns. Additives were most often discussed in the context of 

children’s behavioural problems and failure to perform well at school. 

Although numerous parents raised the issue of additives, only two discussed 

the problem in terms of children’s health (as possibly contributing to asthma 

and cancer), as opposed to concerns about children’s behaviour. This is not to 

suggest that parents care more about having a well-behaved child than a 

healthy child, however most did appear to be motivated more by the imminent 

social and psychological threat of behavioural problems than the distant and 

tenuous threat of health problems. As such, their decision to reject food with 

additives can be construed as another form of psychosocial eating. 
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Parental Upbringing 

The second major supporting factor that was identified amongst parents who 

practiced healthy eating over psychosocial eating was the parents’ own 

upbringing. It appeared that parents who were encouraged to eat healthy food 

as children were much more likely to continue this practice with their own 

children: 

A: My kids never had juice or cordial and they don’t ever ask for it, 

they always have water and they don’t question it, which is good 

and that’s how I was raised…I never questioned it as a child, it was 

just what I was given and we weren’t allowed cool drink. 

M: What about your husband was he raised in the same way? 

A: Similar. He’s from New Zealand and his family are very old 

fashioned cooks, which is probably a good thing, his mum makes 

everything from scratch and they never go to the shops much…We 

always ate healthy, but when we had the kids we became much more 

aware of what we were giving the children and what was in things. 

(HSES, parent, indv, Annie, 2ch, 2P, f/t work). 

P: When I was young we never had the things that are available 

today. I am from a Sri Lankan background, we had curries and 

things, but we never had that stuff when I was young and I am still 

amazed at parents who don’t give their children variety to try. 

T: I think it’s how the parents have been brought up. Like this 

mother I was talking to about one of her daughters - all she will eat is 

party pies and sausage rolls and she lets her eat that at meal times 

and she doesn’t cook a lot of what I would call tasty and a lot of 

varied foods. (LSES, parents, group, Paula, 3ch, 2P, p/t work; Terri, 2ch, 

SP, f/t work). 

Healthy eating in childhood appears to be a major protective factor against 

unhealthy eating in subsequent generations. This raises an issue of potential 

concern that requires further investigation. If subsequent studies find this 

theme to have relevance beyond this sample, it would suggest that the epidemic 

levels of child obesity in this generation of children could be compounded in 

future generations. 
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Cost 

Another modifying factor noted in the data was price. Many of the mothers 

discussed ‘specials’ (discount prices) in the supermarket as the most frequent 

trigger for the purchase of packaged snack food. For many families, particularly 

those in the lower socio-economic school, specials were the key factor in 

determining which foods would be purchased that week. 

There have been times where they’ve asked for the happy meal and 

I’ve said, ‘No’, you can share a drink or whatever. Depends, you 

know, if money was quite tight. You know, four Happy Meals with 

four kids. They really appreciate that, they know if I can’t afford it. 

When we can afford it, you probably get it. (LSES, parent, indv, 

Joanna, 4ch, 2P, no work). 

Ma: I think it has a huge impact, on me personally, because if I see 

specials, then I’ll automatically go to that and check the prices of 

that. Actually something I can think of for example, on their 

promotion at the moment, I think it’s Woolworths, and I was in there 

yesterday and they were promoting a 30 can block of Coke I think it 

is. If you buy that then you get a free 18 can of Sprite or Lemonade or 

something like that; so if you buy that one you get that one. I was 

tempted, but then I thought, ‘No’. A couple of months ago, I used to 

buy Coke all the time and I thought, ‘No’, you know, I’d stopped for 

a long time buying Coke, because I know that if I’ve got it there, then 

I’ll just drink it and I know it’s not good for me…If I see specials then 

I’m more tempted to go to that sort of thing, or you know two for 

one deals and that sort of thing, I mean you know I’ve got a big 

family, I try to save money wherever I can. (HSES, parent, indv, Marie, 

1ch, 2P, f/t work). 

The Stringers [Fruit Strings by Bellis], they ask for them, but I think 

they’re expensive. They love these but they’re the sort of thing that 

will only last a day or two. They have it for morning tea, lunch, after 

school and before dinner. I tend to buy the LCMs when they’re on 

special, but they’ve gone off those. There’s still a few packets sitting 

in there. My two go through stages and at the moment, they’ll just 

grab themselves packets of Shapes or Tiny Teddies – I buy them 

when they’re on special. (MSES , parent, indv, Nora, 2ch, 2P, p/t work). 
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The salience of this issue was illustrated by high numbers of children who also 

stated that their access to particular foods depended on which foods were ‘on 

special’ that week: 

J: I’ve asked my dad for it. 

M: What did he say? 

J: We got it once because it was on special. 

M: So when you asked for it where you in the supermarket or was it 

at home when you saw the ad? 

J: At home when I saw the ad. I asked dad and then when we went to 

the shops I saw it and I asked him. 

M: And did he say no both times? 

J: He said, ‘Yes’, at the shops, but, ‘Probably not’, at home. 

M: Why do you think he changed his mind? 

J: I think it was because it didn’t show the price on the TV and it was 

cheap at the shops. (MSES, girl, indv, Jill, 10, 2P, f/t work). 

P: My mum said ‘No’, because it’s not on special; because usually she 

buys stuff when it’s on special. (MSES, boy, indv, Paul, 8, SP, p/t work). 

Most of the discussion about price related to the importance of specials as a 

trigger for more HFSS purchases. However, several parents also raised the issue 

of price in relation to the cost of core foods. These parents felt that healthy foods 

appeared to offer poor value for money in comparison to processed foods: 

Financially, things have just gone wrong. You’ve got all this 

processed stuff, which is so cheap. I can go and buy fish and chips 

cheaper than making a decent dinner. (MSES, parent, indv, Beth, 2ch, 

2P, p/t work). 

Surprisingly, the children also frequently mentioned cost as a barrier for their 

family: 

Apples are my favourite, and grapes second, but they’re so 

expensive, we never have them. And bananas, we never have 

bananas and grapes; they’re too expensive. (MSES, girl, group, Erica, 

9, 2P, no work). 
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M: Do you ever get to have these [bananas] in your lunch box? 

A: No, except when banana prices are down, but mum reckons 

they’re too expensive. (LSES, boy, group, Ashton, 11, SP, f/t work). 

An additional factor, mentioned by both mothers and children, was the risk that 

money spent on fruit and vegetables would be wasted if the food was not eaten. 

Mothers mentioned fruit being ignored in children’s lunchboxes and rejected at 

home because it ‘didn’t taste right’, was bruised or too hard. For the single and 

lower SES mothers, experiencing what Dowling and Staelin (1994, p. 132) 

describe as ‘inability to absorb monetary loss’, this was an unacceptable risk. 

Similar comments were made about price in the higher SES school, but only by 

a couple of children. Although the parents and children in the higher SES 

school appeared to be less focused on price, it was still an influence. The 

children mentioned being bought HFSS foods when they were on special, and a 

few HSES parents also mentioned that special prices were a trigger for 

purchasing confectionary and increasing the size of the product they 

purchased. Many parents and children from all three schools mentioned 

looking at the specials catalogues that are delivered to their homes by 

supermarkets, although their responses to these catalogues were different. A 

few parents from the lower SES school talked of visiting multiple retailers to do 

their weekly food shopping to take advantage of the advertised specials, 

whereas there was no mention of this behaviour from families in the higher SES 

school; two HSES parents explicitly stated they would not visit a particular 

supermarket just to take advantage of advertised specials. Although the HSES 

parents were worried about the cost of some items – steak, fish, strawberries 

and organic food were mentioned – they did not appear to exclude these foods 

or trade down to cheaper food categories. They did, however, talk of 

purchasing them less often or feeling anxious about the price they had paid. 
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Convenience 

It was anticipated from the existing literature that convenience would be a 

major theme to emerge from the data, and this was found to be the case. Many 

parents talked frequently of being too busy or tired to prepare healthy meals:  

S: I feel a change has appeared with the adults, because there is now 

so much available in the supermarkets, like it’s just you buy it and 

put it in the kids’ lunch boxes. If it’s working parents and people, 

they find it much more convenient than to make a sandwich, maybe 

it’s taking so much time. I feel like parents’ work now days is so 

much work load on them, so it’s a bit difficult for them catch up in 

the morning and make something more suitable for the children. 

C: Yes. I often help at the Kindy, the things I see in the lunchboxes. I 

stand there and just shake my head, but it’s convenient like Sunita 

said. Convenience food because it’s convenient to buy and pack this 

and just stick a little chocolate bar in or whatever it is than make 

something healthy. 

M: And what do you think is driving that convenience? 

C: Time, and you just don’t have time and the kids, they see it and 

they don’t want to eat that sandwich or their healthy piece of fruit or 

whatever it is. (LSES, parent, group, Cassie, 3ch, 2P, p/t work). 

We’ve tried to get out of that, I’ve said we have to stop doing that, 

stop buying chips. We stopped for two weeks, but then we went 

back because it’s a quick easy convenience thing to eat, it doesn’t 

involve me chopping up vegetables. (HSES, parent, indv, Liz, 1ch, 2P, 

f/t work).  

There are a few parents here who don’t let the kids go to the canteen 

– they don’t believe it's healthy. There are a few, but I think the 

majority are into convenience. (HSES, parent, indv, Andrea, 2ch, 2P, no 

work).  

The Head Teacher of the higher socio-economic school commented that parent 

involvement in the school had plummeted as a result of the increasing cost of 

house prices in the area, resulting in a high proportion of two income families. 

Although time pressure was discussed by many parents in the sample, there 

was an almost mythical dimension to time compression. Time pressure seemed 

to be used to explain, and to some extent justify, many of the sub-optimal 



252 

behaviours described in the data. The mythical dimension of time compression 

resides in the belief that all parents are busier in this generation. For example, 

consider the comment below from Jill, a mother in a two parent family with two 

school aged children; Jill is involved in no paid or voluntary work and no 

study: 

J: I used to make a lot of stuff, but I’ve run out of time and so it’s the 

alternative. 

M: What is it that makes mums run out of time? 

J: I think it’s demands from life. I think it’s pressures from life. 

Whether it be work or just whatever is going on, we are all seeming 

to be busier, you know it’s everywhere. For me, I was baking a lot 

and then I just got to a point where I thought, not this week; but I 

was doing it for years…We are now buying stuff that I wouldn’t 

have bought before, so you know I’ll go to the supermarket and go 

down the biscuit section, which I wouldn’t have done before. (HSES, 

parent, indv, Jill, 2ch, 2P, no work).  

A third of the parents stated that they did no paid work or study (n=42), so it is 

unlikely these parents experience more time-pressure than their own parents 

considering the introduction of labour-saving devices in the home since their 

own childhood. The fact that non-working mothers with school age children 

feel that they are also experiencing a time crunch suggests that they are 

embracing a myth that is disempowering for them. 

Environmental Concerns 

An additional concern among a small number of interviewees was over-

packaging and damage to the environment. Four mothers raised this issue and 

stated that it influenced their choices of packaged foods. However, three of 

these four mothers came from the higher socio-economic school so it did not 

appear to modify behaviour across the sample. 
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SUMMARY 

The aim of this chapter and the previous chapter was to outline the grounded 

theory of children’s food consumption that was generated by this study. The 

core category was identified as psychosocial eating and the properties 

associated with this behaviour were identified as communicating through food, 

investing through food, and referencing food promotion. 

It appeared that most of the suboptimal food consumption in this sample was 

motivated by psychosocial needs (esteem, affection and affiliation), rather than 

rational needs (nutritious, cheap, quick, easily available food) as would be 

expected from the literature review. It is thus hoped that this chapter moves the 

understanding of this problem beyond obvious interpretations of sub-optimal 

food consumption to a fuller understanding that reflects the more complex and 

conflicting motivations influencing children and their parents. 

Apart from the rational and structural issues that have been blamed for child 

obesity, the introductory chapter also identified the role that food promotion is 

thought to have on children’s diets, through both direct and indirect effects. The 

literature review revealed that direct effects are clearly understood but difficult 

to measure, whereas the indirect effects have not even been fully described let 

alone measured. This chapter goes some way to address this deficit by 

describing indirect effects of promotion. The indirect effects that were identified 

in these data were as follows: 

• Promotion teaches and reinforces psychosocial eating behaviours that 

favour HFSS foods. 

• Promotion helps create and reinforce a food hierarchy that can deny high 

status to non-promoted food products. 
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• Advertisements can act as a reference group – enabling parents to choose 

foods they think their children will like, and children to choose foods they 

think their peers will like. 

• Promotion increases the perceived popularity and perceived acceptance of 

HFSS foods. 

• Promotion creates distorted perceptions about the relative healthiness – and 

therefore acceptability – of HFSS foods. 

• Promotion helps to clarify and promote food-related norms throughout 

social groups. 

• Promotion has social uses in family groups and peer groups – food 

promotion messages are repeated and discussed in these groups. 

• Promotion interacts with school and home environments to drive the 

diffusion of new HFSS food products. 

The findings also indicate that promotion could be an effective tool for 

improving children’s diets, as there was some evidence of healthy eating 

campaigns resulting in category level effects on parents’ attitudes towards their 

children’s fruit and vegetable consumption. However, it is unclear whether 

these campaigns also influenced the children to consume the additional fruit 

and vegetables that their parents reported providing. 

These findings are important because they indicate much larger effects of 

promotion than has previously been documented. Identifying these indirect 

effects will allow their measurement in future research and provide evidence 

for a regulatory review of children’s food promotion. The next chapter 

discusses these findings alongside the existing literature from a number of 

disciplines. A model of promotion effects is proposed to take account of the 

new insights provided in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6: 
DISCUSSION 

A substantive theory of children’s food consumption was presented in the 

previous chapters. This theory explicates the influence of promotion in the 

context of other influences in children’s lives, providing insights into the extent 

and nature of commercial influences on children’s diets, not just directly, but 

indirectly via secondary effects on socio-cultural variables.  

In this chapter, these mediating variables and their relationships are mapped in 

a proposed model of the direct and indirect effects of food promotion on 

children’s diets. The model integrates the findings of this thesis and findings 

from the literature on promotion effects and consumer behaviour. In addition, 

this chapter reviews the contributions of this study in relation to two other 

dimensions of consumer behaviour: the influence of siblings on consumption 

and an extended theory of gift giving. 

PSYCHOSOCIAL EATING 

It appears that psychosocial factors dominated the food consumption 

behaviours of children in this sample, as opposed to factors such as satiety or 

nutrition, convenience or cost. Elliott and Wattanasuwan (1998) argue that, 

“The search for self-identity is a key determinant of postmodern consumption” 

(p. 131), and there are studies to support the dominance of psychosocial needs 

in the consumption domain (Elliott & Leonard 2004). However, much of the 

research on child obesity and the attempts to address the problem fail to 

acknowledge the importance of psychosocial needs, focusing on issues such as 

improved education and product labelling (for example: Elbel et al. 2009; 

Goodwin et al. 2001). This suggests an assumption that logic, rather than 

emotion or conformity, dominates children’s food consumption behaviours and 

parents feeding behaviours. 
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The dominance of psychosocial needs identified in this study is consistent with 

Maslow’s theory of human motivation (1943). Maslow argued that people are 

motivated by the lowest unmet need. Once an individual has moved upwards 

to the next level in the hierarchy, needs in the lower levels are no longer 

referenced: 

Gratification becomes as important a concept as deprivation in 

motivation theory, for it releases the organism from the domination 

of a relatively more physiological need, permitting thereby the 

emergence of other more social goals. The physiological needs, along 

with their partial goals, when chronically gratified cease to exist as 

active determinants or organizers of behavior. They now exist only in 

a potential fashion in the sense that they may emerge again to 

dominate the organism if they are thwarted. But a want that is 

satisfied is no longer a want. The organism is dominated and its 

behavior organized only by unsatisfied needs. If hunger is satisfied, 

it becomes unimportant in the current dynamics of the individual. (p. 

375). 

The majority of people in the developed world have their physiological needs, 

such as hunger and thirst, satisfied through an abundant and ubiquitous supply 

of food and drink. Maslow’s theory would suggest that people in this situation 

are more likely to be influenced by social needs (having friends and ‘fitting in’ 

with peers), esteem needs (achieving status within peer groups) and self-

actualisation needs (distinguishing oneself from peers, i.e., through ownership 

of sought-after products). With the exception of self-actualisation needs, which 

typically do not emerge until late adolescence (Chaplin & Lowrey 2010), the 

finding of psychosocial dominance reflects these social and esteem needs. 

An important question emerges from consideration of Malsow’s needs 

hierarchy in relation to child obesity. Why has the escalation of child obesity 

failed to trigger a reversal to basic physical needs? Maslow argued that 

reversals in the hierarchy would be possible under such circumstances: 

When a need has been satisfied for a long time, this need may be 

under evaluated. People who have never experienced chronic hunger 
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are apt to underestimate its effects and to look upon food as a rather 

unimportant thing. If they are dominated by a higher need, this 

higher need will seem to be the most important of all. It then 

becomes possible, and indeed does actually happen, that they may, 

for the sake of this higher need, put themselves into the position of 

being deprived in a more basic need. We may expect that after a 

long-time deprivation of the more basic need there will be a 

tendency to re-evaluate both needs so that the more prepotent need 

will actually become consciously prepotent for the individual who 

may have given it up very lightly. Thus, a man who has given up his 

job rather than lose his self respect, and who then starves for six 

months or so, may be willing to take his job back even at the price of 

losing his self-respect (p. 387). 

The over consumption of HFSS foods has resulted in threats to physical health. 

With approximately 25% of Australian children overweight (Australian Bureau 

of Statistics 2009), it is perhaps surprising that the data did not reveal a greater 

shift towards more basic physiological motives, such as placing greater value 

on fruit than fruit Roll Ups and preferring carrots over Smith’s Crisps. 

However, Maslow pointed out that the determinants of behaviour are complex, 

and even though the person will usually want the more basic need, that does 

not mean they will act on it. 

Certainly, the children and parents in the present study appeared to be aware of 

the need to eat a healthy diet, and many parents expressed remorse about their 

children’s diets. However, at this stage a reversal did not appear to be taking 

place to any substantial degree, although there were gestures being made in 

this direction. Clearly, over-consumption is not as urgent and compelling a 

physical need as under-consumption, making it possible to trade off long term 

health problems for short term psychosocial benefits. It is also possible that 

food promotion discourages parents and children from reverting to basic needs 

through two mechanisms: firstly, by maintaining the salience of social and 

psychological needs; and secondly, through bogus or exaggerated health claims 

which reassure customers they can attend to both physical and psychosocial 
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needs through consumption of the advertised product (Roberts & Pettigrew 

2007). 

Psychosocial Needs & Consumption of Food 

Baker et al. (Baker, Gentry & Rittenburg 2005) included psychosocial factors as 

a category in their model of consumer vulnerability. The psychosocial category 

included characteristics such as socio-economic status, self-concept, fear of 

being victimised and social isolation, all factors that were present in the 

findings of the present study. The authors note that: ‘Psychosocial 

characteristics affect how consumers experience, respond to, and interpret 

marketing messages and contexts’ (p. 130). This would be the case for many of 

the participants in this sample – children trying to fit in at school; mothers 

trying to balance parenting with employment; fathers trying to maintain 

relationships with children whilst working long hours; and estranged parents 

trying to hold on to relationships with children they no longer live with. All of 

these people are vulnerable, and all of them reported referencing food 

promotion to become more popular, more efficient, more loved or more secure. 

Much of the research on obesity focuses on issues related to satiety, appetite, 

taste and nutrition education (for example: Astrup 2005; Porter et al. 1998; 

Rachel et al. 2001). However, some researchers have argued that psychosocial 

variables are also important determinants of food choice (Baranowski, Cullen & 

Baranowski 1999; Herman & Polivy 2005; Story, Neumark-Sztainer & French 

2002). Herman and Polivy (2005) argued that normative influences – such as 

perceptions of how much food is normal to eat – are more important than 

physiological needs. This is consistent with French et al.’s (2001) finding that 

psychosocial variables (perceived poor taste of healthy foods, less concern 

about healthy eating, and participation in team sports) were associated with 

heavy use of fast-food restaurants. In addition, multiple studies of fruit and 

vegetable consumption have found that psychosocial factors are strongly 
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associated with consumption levels (Brug, Lechner & De Vries 1995; Satia et al. 

2002; Trudeau et al. 1998).  

Researchers have identified the dominant influence of psychosocial needs on 

youth drinking. Griffin et al.’s (2000) longitudinal study found that 

psychosocial factors, such as friends experimenting with alcohol, were strong 

predictors of future heavy drinking. Similarly, Callas et al.’s (2004) study 

reported that psychosocial factors, such as perception of parent norms, peer 

norms and negative outcome expectancies, were associated with alcohol usage 

during early adolescence. These studies provide some supporting evidence that 

heightened psychosocial factors result in trade-offs at the expense of health-

related behaviours. The following section will examine the role of perceived 

risk in modifying consumers’ response to promotion. 

Perceived Risk 

Research by Derbaix (1983) supports the dominance of psychosocial risks over 

other types of risk. He tested four of the dimensions of perceived risk – time, 

physical, financial, and psychosocial (which he defined as feelings of 

disappointment, frustration and shame) – in order to understand their relative 

importance in consumption decisions. He concluded that psychosocial risk had 

the greatest influence for goods that are visibly consumed, as is the case with 

much of the food consumption examined in this study. Even when the children 

were eating at home, their siblings provided associative referents whose 

approval or disapproval could affect their consumption choices. 

The data from this sample suggested that a combination of perceived functional 

risk and financial risk was driving reliance on advertisements as a reference 

group. As the parents did not regularly shop with all their children, and their 

children were typically perceived as fussy about which foods they wanted, 

there was strong motivation to avoid wasting money on foods that would not 

be eaten. 
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Consumers who have elevated perceptions of risk adopt a range of risk 

minimisation strategies (Derbaix 1983; Roselius 1971). In Derbaix’s (1983) test of 

the effectiveness of nine risk reduction strategies, which included word of 

mouth, money-back guarantees and free samples, the respondents found most 

relief from psychosocial risk by referring to advertisements about the product. 

Brand loyalty and brand image are also important risk reduction strategies for 

all types of loss (Erdem 1998; Roselius 1971). As brand loyalty and image are 

dependant on promotion (Meenaghan 1995; Yoo, Donthu & Lee 2000), it can be 

assumed that promotion is an important resource for those facing all types of 

perceived risk. This supports the finding that children, supported by their 

parents, are referencing promotion to purchase foods that are high in status. 

An important issue is that perceived risk increases involvement (Andrews 

1990), and involvement moderates advertising effectiveness (Andrews 1990; 

Johnson 1989; Petty, Cacioppo & Schumann 1983). The children in this study 

felt enormous pressure to conform, and their parents were aware of this 

pressure. This creates perceived psychosocial risk, which increases both 

children’s and parents’ involvement with food promotion. According to the 

Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty, Cacioppo & Schumann 1983), when 

people are highly involved and engaged with the message, long-term attitude 

change is most likely, suggesting that food promotion targeted at children and 

their parents may be particularly effective and result in long term attitude 

change. 

Promotion Effects 

The role of brands in influencing the children’s family and peer groups was 

overwhelmingly apparent in the data. Research has shown that brand equity is 

directly related to advertising spend (Meenaghan 1995; Yoo, Donthu & Lee 

2000). Meenaghan (1995) argues that advertising is required to “imbue the 

brand with symbolic values and meanings relevant to the consumer” (p. 23). 
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Although it is not possible to determine the extent to which the interviewees’ 

general preferences for well-known brands were fuelled by promotion, it is 

difficult to imagine how a product such as Smith’s crisps, that is virtually 

identical to its nearest competitor’s product, could acquire symbolic meanings 

and values without the aid of advertising and endorsements. 

Promotion as a Reference Group 

Lessig and Park (1978) suggested that advertising could act as a value-

expressive reference group, arguing that, ‘The degree of cohesiveness or norm 

specificity of the reference group is irrelevant for this function. What is 

important is the psychological image associated with the group whether the 

group is real or imaginary’ (p. 42). This study provides support for their 

assertion. It appears that the spokespeople and spokescharacters in food 

promotion can serve as a reference group to guide consumption behaviours, 

which is consistent with McCracken’s work (1989). This has important 

implications because reference groups are recognised to be an important 

influence on norms (Ajzen & Fishbein 1980, p. 7). 

The suggestion that spokespeople and spokescharacters act as a reference group 

to influence perceived norms and behaviours is supported by comments made 

by the international Food and Beverage Industry Group (FBIG) in discussions 

with the World Health Organisation (2008a) regarding the drafting of 

forthcoming ‘Recommendations on the Marketing of Foods and Non-alcoholic 

Beverages to Children’. The FBIG provided four statements of intent to improve 

the self-regulation of promotion to children; one of these statements was that 

the industry would ‘Use our licensed characters and properties to encourage 

activity and balanced food choices for children and make food, such as fruit and 

vegetables, fun to eat’ (p. 6). This statement contains an implicit 

acknowledgement that licensed characters are deliberately used to influence 

perceptions of which foods are fun to eat, and this technique is capable of 
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causing category level effects. This supports the finding of this study that 

promotion acts as a reference group and is capable of influencing norms. 

The phenomenon of promotion acting as a reference group can be explained 

with reference to Bandura’s (1986) research; in particular, his social learning 

theory. This theory asserts that most learning occurs vicariously, not from our 

own experiences, but through observing the experiences of others and the 

consequences of their behaviour. 

Bandura (1986) argued that children are more influenced by role models they 

observe on television than the role models in their own environment. He 

posited that this occurs because of television’s multiplicity of modelling – it 

provides infinitely more role models than a child would otherwise be exposed 

to, and in the case of promotion, multiple examples of people carrying out the 

same behaviours and receiving the same rewards. He also believed that the 

degree of repetition is critical to the amount of learning that takes place in 

relation to any given behaviour. This high degree of repetition explains why 

promotion appears to be serving as an effective reference group to these 

children and their parents. 

Promotion not only persuades people to buy products, it also models social 

relationships, roles and lifestyles (Bandura 1986). Despite acknowledging the 

potential for advertising stimuli to model behaviour, Bandura believed it to be a 

weak force relative to the influence of parents and peers. The findings of this 

study would suggest otherwise, as they demonstrate that promotion influences 

the strong forces of parents and peer groups, and its influence may therefore be 

stronger than Bandura had envisaged. 

Bandura (1986) suggested that the most influential role models are those that 

combine high status with competence and power. Other factors that influence 

the likelihood of the observed behaviour being imitated include similarities 

between the viewer and the model, the child’s motivational state, and 
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credibility of the model (Feick & Higie 1992; Van Evra 1998). The children and 

parents discussed their enjoyment of countless advertisements that showed 

children and childlike spokescharacters who possessed high status, competence 

and power, suggesting that this influential reference group could be having a 

strong influence on the food behaviours in this sample. 

The Chameleon Effect 

A recent stream of research provides insights into the mechanism through 

which advertising can act as a reference group. Advertising may be capable of 

triggering the chameleon effect, a phenomenon identified by Chartrand and 

Bargh (1999) that involves a form of involuntary behaviour which is activated 

in the presence of others, including strangers. The authors define the 

Chameleon Effect as follows: 

The nonconscious mimicry of the postures, mannerisms, facial 

expressions, and other behaviors of one’s interaction partners, such 

that one’s behavior passively and unintentionally changes to match 

that of others in one’s current social environment (p. 893). 

The chameleon effect has been shown to influence product preferences and 

consumption. In a series of three experiments, Tanner et al. (2007) found that 

participants’ food preferences and consumption changed to reflect those 

expressed and demonstrated by other people in the room. Most importantly, 

the involuntary mimicking of food consumption behaviour has been shown to 

occur during food advertising. In a study by Harris et al. (2008), children 

consumed 45% more food when exposed to food advertising versus non-food 

advertising, even though the foods offered and eaten were not the same 

products as those shown in the advertisements. Although their study was not 

directly a test of the chameleon effect, the authors believed the results were 

caused by involuntary mimicking of the actors in the advertisements. 

These studies help to explain the Pavlovian response to food promotion that 

was described by both parents and children in this study. Mothers spoke of 
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their children mimicking the actors in the advertisements and both mothers and 

children described incidents of the children making food requests (not 

necessarily specific to the food that had been advertised) straight after viewing 

a food advertisement. 

This also brings some clarity to an aspect of the literature that has so far been 

unclear. Whilst many studies have shown a direct correlation between 

television viewing and child obesity (Gortmaker et al. 1996), it has not been 

possible to determine whether this is merely a result of the sedentary nature of 

television viewing and unrelated to food advertisements (Brand 2007; Young 

2003a). However, the Pavlovian behaviour described in this study and 

explained by the literature on the chameleon effect, suggests that televised 

advertisements could be capable of causing direct, category level effects on 

children’s diets. If further research clarifies whether non-conscious mimicry is 

triggered by food advertisements, then regulation against the use of product 

spokespeople or spokescharacters to promote HFSS foods could provide a well-

targeted contribution in the fight against obesity. 

Promotion and Norms 

Herman and Polivy (2005) suggested that perceived norms may exert an 

important influence on the obesity epidemic. They made the point that 

epidemiological evidence suggests that weight gain accelerated in the early 

1980s and they express doubt as to whether environmental factors changed so 

dramatically in such a short period. The authors suggested instead that 

perceived norms relating to the quantity and frequency of food that is 

acceptable or even desirable to eat might have changed during this period. The 

same argument was made by Lowe and Butryn (2007), who suggested that the 

most important change that occurred during this period was not the physical 

availability of food, but the psychological availability of food (the social and 
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psychological acceptability of consuming so much food so frequently), that was 

the result of changes to prevailing norms. 

None of these authors offer suggestions as to what could have changed 

perceived norms so dramatically since the 1980s. One explanation that emerges 

from the findings of this study is food promotion. This study shows that 

promotion can serve as a reference for social and psychological norms relating 

to consumption. According to a study by Howard (2002), these promoted 

norms have been changing since the 1980s. Howard’s longitudinal content 

analysis of children’s food advertising discovered that themes of food 

addiction, cravings and dependency on food had increased from 18% in 1987 to 

34% in 1998. 

It has been argued that the narrative structure of children’s food advertisements 

is a particularly potent form for influencing children’s socialisation because of 

the short duration, high quality production values, repetition and intensity 

(Hanley et al. 2000; Howard 2002; Rajecki et al. 1994). Howard (2002) compared 

advertisements to fairy tales, myths and bedtime stories as they use similar 

themes and story lines. She argued that in contemporary society, these 

‘commercial tales’ have supplanted traditional storytelling as powerful vehicles 

for socialisation and norms. Similarly, the children in this sample seemed to be 

passing on cherished stories when asked to describe advertisements they had 

viewed. 

Promotion and Status Consumption 

As early as the 1970s, Ward (1974) argued that children request products for the 

social benefits they derive from their peers: 

Children begin to see goods as being instrumental in achieving social 

goals, rather than as simply fulfilling a functional need or as being 

the consequence of social behaviour. That is, a child can obtain a 

candy bar as a reward for good behavior, or he can ask his mother to 
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buy it simply because he is hungry and wants something sweet, or 

because he feels it will (temporarily, at least) place him a ‘cut above’ 

his friends (p. 10). 

His earlier work with Wackman (Ward & Wackman 1971) indicated that 

children watched advertising to find out which products can bring them these 

social benefits. The authors described this as the ‘social utility’ of advertising, 

which they defined as, “Watching commercials to identify what type of people 

buy particular products and brands, allowing them to conform to the 

expectations of others and to manipulate the impressions that people have of 

them by owning particular products” (p. 424). Their findings showed that the 

social utility motives for viewing advertising were a strong determinant of 

purchase behaviour, a finding that led them to conclude that advertising was 

primarily a social process. 

The social utility of promotion is related to the third-person effect (Davison 

1983) and Influence of Perceived Influence theory (Gunther & Storey 2003). 

People believe that others are exposed to promotion and are influenced by this 

exposure; because of this, they believe that promotion can help them to identify 

which products and brands are bought by particular people, and help them to 

conform to the expectations of others and to manipulate other people’s 

impressions (Ward and Wackman, 1971). The findings of the present study 

indicate that this is not just a perception. The participants in this study do not 

simply think that promotion affects others; they know it, because of the social 

interaction relating to promotion – the discussion, dissection, and regurgitation 

described in the previous chapter. 

The present study extends the work on third-person effects, influence of 

perceived influence, social utility of advertising and social uses of advertising 

by bringing them together and showing that children’s and parents’ awareness 

of these social impacts of advertising can increase their level of involvement 

with advertising. The interviewees examined advertisements for information on 
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how to conform and how to retain or improve social status, and this appeared 

to create a high involvement persuasion encounter. 

Promotion and Schools 

One other contribution of this study is to identify the role of schools in 

mediating promotion effects. In Livingstone and Helsper’s (2004) review of 

factors which mediate advertising effects, the authors commented that, “We 

have not found research studies which suggest that community-level variables 

(e.g. school or public sites) mediate the effects of advertising or other media in 

affecting children’s food choices” (p. 33). However, the authors did believe 

these effects were likely to occur. There appears to have been no subsequent 

research to address this gap. 

The present study found that schools can play an important role in mediating 

promotion effects. As schools are the main forum for children’s exposure to 

their peer groups, they play an important role in providing a venue for 

discussing, deconstructing, and re-enacting promotion, both in the playground 

and, more surprisingly, in the classroom. Schools can be an outlet for showing 

new product premiums during ‘show and tell’ sessions and by displaying 

premiums on backpacks. Integrating promotion into classroom activities adds 

legitimacy to the promotion that would be likely to strengthen its effects. The 

American Psychological Association Task Force on Advertising and Children 

(Kunkel et al. 2004) expressed concern about commercial influences at school 

and argued that these products could be assumed to have the tacit endorsement 

of teachers, thereby increasing credibility and effectiveness of the promotions. 

There have also been increasing reports of brand-related exclusion and bullying 

and peer-related commercial pressures taking place in schools around the 

world (Wilcox et al. 2004). A recent poll carried out by the UK Association of 

Teachers and Lecturers found that 48% of children have experienced exclusion, 

isolation, and bullying at school as a direct result of their failure to consume the 
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‘appropriate’ brands (Gilbert 2008; Press Association 2008). The President of the 

Association believed these findings were the direct result of increased 

advertising and marketing targeted at children (Gilbert, 2008). 

On a positive note, there was also evidence of media literacy programs in each 

of the schools involved in this research. This was in addition to other attempts 

to improve diets that would be likely to diminish the effects of promotion. 

These included punitive measures such as regulations against unhealthy food 

that were enforced by ‘spot checks on lunchboxes’ by the Principal in the higher 

socio-economic school. They also included persuasive measures such as the 

award of faction tokens (house points) to children seen eating fruit or 

vegetables by the Deputy Head Teacher in the lower socio-economic school. 

The sustained commitment to the ‘Sip and Crunch’ program in all three schools 

was noticeable; several children and parents spoke of teachers who continued 

to enforce a classroom break for fruit and water.  

Clearly, schools can play a role in mediating the effects of promotion, and their 

influence is capable of either amplifying or diminishing these effects. Schools 

first need to be made aware that they do play a mediating role so they can then 

harness this influence to positive, rather than negative, effects on their pupils. 

Proposed Model of Promotional Effects 

The findings suggest that promotion has both direct and indirect effects on the 

food consumption behaviours of children in this sample. There was evidence of 

parents and children being directly persuaded by promotion and indirectly 

persuaded via social expectations and perceived norms. 

There appears to be no existing published model that incorporates indirect 

promotion effects (Hastings et al., 2003, Livingstone, 2005, Kunkel, 2005). Some 

of these effects, and their mediating variables, were listed in Livingstone and 

Helsper’s model of the factors influencing children’s food choice in a report to 
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the UK Office of Communications (2004). However, as noted earlier, this model 

reflected a much broader examination of children’s diets, habits and health, and 

therefore included only some indirect effects of promotion and did not explain 

the mechanisms by which these indirect effects occur. Some of the indirect 

effects were also included in Story et al.’s (2002) framework of ‘Individual and 

Environmental Influences on Adolescent Eating Behaviors’; however, this was 

also a much broader model including factors such as the physical environment 

and biological influences. This model also did not explain the mechanisms by 

which indirect effects occur, nor did it map these indirect effects in a model. 

The model generated by the present study is presented below in Figure 5.1. It is 

the product of an iterative process – combining analysis of the data with the 

extant literature across a number of relevant disciplines. 
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Figure 5.1 Proposed Model of Direct and Indirect Promotion Effects 

 

 

EXPOSURE TO PROMOTION 

 Direct Effects  Indirect Effects  

 
OBSERVATION 
of the promotion 

 

PERCEPTION 
that peers/family 
are exposed to 
and influenced 
by promotion 

 

INTERACTION 
with peers/family 

relating to 
promotion 

 

PUBLIC DEBATE 
and policy change 
triggered by food 

promotion 

     

 

 
PERCEIVED NORMS 

       

 

 
CONVICTION AND TRIAL (if possible)  Rejection 

         

 

Positive reinforcements 

• Positive evaluation of 
product/premium by self 

• Perceived positive evaluation of 
product/premium by family/peers 

• Inclusion in exchange rituals 

 

Negative reinforcements 

• Negative evaluation of 
product/premium by self 

• Perceived negative evaluation of 
product/premium by family/peers 

• Exclusion from exchange rituals 

     

 

MODERATORS 

Socio-economic 

status 

Gender 

Age 

Convenience 

Cost 

Family structure 

Family influence 

Peer influence 

School policies 

and curriculum 

 

CHILDREN’S CONSUMPTION BEHAVIOURS 

Key: 

Solid lines = direct promotion effects 

Broken lines = indirect promotion effects 

The proposed model reflects multiple theories of social learning, media effects, 

and promotion effects to identify direct and indirect paths to persuasion. The 

model recognises four paths to persuasion: observation, perception, interaction, 

and public debate. Each path is discussed below in the context of this being a 

proposed model that will need further verification to determine its 

generalisability to children other than those included in the sample. 
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Observation 

The path on the left side of the model shows the direct effects of promotion. The 

data indicated that these could occur via conscious and non-conscious 

mechanisms. Firstly, children observe the product source, who is similar, 

credible, and attractive to them, and who is interacting with products and 

receiving positive consequences for this behaviour. Such spokespeople/ 

characters can constitute strong role models for children, who may then 

consciously mimic the observed behaviours. This path is consistent with 

Bandura’s social learning theory (1977). 

There is also a possibility that non-conscious mimicking occurs; some mothers 

and children described a Pavlovian response to food promotion whereby the 

children wanted to snack on any food after exposure to advertising. This path is 

consistent with the results of experiments on the Chameleon Effect which 

demonstrated that involuntary changes to eating behaviour can occur in the 

presence of others who are eating (Chartrand & Bargh 1999). 

Observation of promotion was found to influence perceived norms relating to 

the quantity and frequency of food that is acceptable to consume. This is 

consistent with the work of Herman and Polivy (2005) and Lowe and Butryn 

(2007), who argue that it is changes to the psychological availability of food, 

rather than the physical availability of food, that has led to the obesity crisis. It 

appears that children and parents are interpreting the frequent and widespread 

portrayals of children enjoying HFSS foods as an open invitation to do the 

same. In other words, norms related to perceived popularity of HFSS foods and 

perceived prevalence of HFSS foods are distorted by exposure to food 

promotion. 
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Perception 

The perception path shows the indirect effects of promotion via presumed 

influence, thereby incorporating the Influence of Presumed Influence model 

(Gunther & Storey 2003). The children and parents perceived their families and 

peers to be regularly exposed to and influenced by food promotion. They adapt 

their behaviour to respond to this presumed influence, regardless of whether 

the influence on others actually occurs. 

Through this effect, food promotion may influence perceived norms relating to 

prevalence and popularity. Children could presume that other children think 

HFSS foods are ‘cool’, and as a result experience a heightened desire to have 

them. Similarly, parents may presume that these are the foods that children 

prefer, which reduces the risk that their own children will reject these foods. In 

addition, they may assume that their children’s peers like the promoted foods, 

and therefore that provision of these foods will help their children ‘fit in’ with 

other children in social eating contexts. 

Interaction 

The interaction path shows the indirect effects of promotion that could occur 

because of social interaction relating to promotion. This indirect effect is similar 

to the perceptual path, in that the children and parents are responding to the 

influence of promotion on others. In this path, they actively engage with food 

promotion, which serves to consolidate its effects. 

The children in this study knew that their family groups and peer groups were 

exposed to and influenced by promotion because it was discussed, dissected, 

and re-enacted during social interaction with them. This is a phenomenon that 

has previously been identified amongst children in a study on the social uses of 

advertising (Ritson & Elliott 1999). Similarly, parents knew that their family 

groups (children, spouse, siblings, and parents) and peer groups (friends, 
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neighbours, school community) were exposed to and influenced by food 

promotion, also because of social interaction relating to the promotion. The 

children also told their parents about their friends having these foods and the 

food premiums and vouchers. This same phenomenon has been recognised in 

relation to adults and the social uses of advertising (Alperstein 1990; Lull 1980a; 

Lull 1980b; Mitchell, Macklin & Paxman 2007; O'Donohoe 1994; Wolf, Meyer & 

White 1982). Children often forgot to tell parents about the food when they got 

home, but food promotion on TV and supermarket brochures delivered to the 

home reminded the children and prompted them to request the food from 

parents. The data suggest that this positive social interaction could lead 

children and parents to believe that their family and peers consider the 

products and premiums desirable. 

Public Debate 

The final indirect path of promotion effects is depicted on the far right of the 

model. This path shows the effects that can occur when promotion to children 

generates media interest, leading to public and policy debate on the 

appropriateness of marketing to children. This type of public debate in the 

context of food promotion leads to direct interaction amongst children, their 

parents, and the wider community relating to the issue. An example of this was 

the ‘Super Size Me’ documentary, which was mentioned by several parents in 

the study in relation to conversations they had about the documentary with 

their children and other parents. There were also incidents reported of the 

documentary being discussed during class at school. The release of the Shrek III 

movie during data collection also sparked much public debate and calls for 

further restrictions on the licensing of children’s characters with HFSS foods. 

Parents and children mentioned a segment they had viewed on a current affairs 

program, during which the presenters had displayed all the HFSS foods that 

had licensed images from Shrek III. The parents and children expressed their 
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support for the view that had been aired during this segment – that this type of 

promotion should be banned. 

Conversations with other parents are likely to influence parents’ perceptions of 

food promotion and whether it is considered acceptable. It is also likely to 

influence parents’ perceptions about the desirability of the promoted foods. 

Unlike the other indirect paths, this is a virtuous path that is most likely to 

work in the interests of consumer health and wellbeing, as it may alter 

perceived norms such that parents and children believe they need to minimise 

consumption of HFSS foods. This debate may ultimately result in policy review 

and policy change and changes to perceived social norms. This path has been 

empirically demonstrated in studies on media effects and behaviour change 

(Yanovitzky & Bennett 1999; Yanovitzky & Stryker 2001). 

Conviction and Trial 

The proposed model has the benefit of integrating the hierarchy of effects 

model (Lavidge & Steiner 1961), particularly the more recent work on this 

model which recognizes the importance of experience, or product trial, in the 

attitude-formation process (Reed & Ewing 2004; Vakratsas & Ambler 1999). The 

inclusion of product trial in the model is supported by Bagozzi et al.’s (2000) 

model of the effects of attitudes, subjective norms, and past behaviour on 

intentions and behavioural expectations. Product trial was a critical component 

of children’s food rituals. Regardless of whether parents wanted their children 

to try new products, trial was a primary behaviour occurring at recess and 

lunch in all three schools and there was much discussion of trial occurring 

during trading rituals at school and play dates at friends’ houses. 

It should be recognised that trial does not necessarily follow conviction. There 

were examples of children stating that they had seen a food product in an 

advertisement (and had presumably been unable to trial during school or a 

play-date yet), and their parents had refused to buy it for them. Conviction may 
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not result in trial if modified by factors such as insufficient funds or parental 

concerns about food additives. 

Rejection 

Promotion effects may be capable of influencing and possibly distorting 

perceived norms, but they are also hostage to these norms. If perceived norms 

are unfavourable, then the effects of promotion will be reduced, resulting in 

possible rejection of the product. This could be seen in the higher socio-

economic school where mothers wanted to take their children on occasional 

visits to fast-food restaurants but were afraid to be seen inside these restaurants 

by their peers. Similarly, some of the mothers wanted to put treats in their 

children’s lunchboxes but were afraid the treat would be seen by teachers. The 

perceived social risk for these parents was too great for them to respond to the 

persuasive messages that they had been exposed to. They did talk of 

purchasing HFSS foods, and their children also talked of having access to these 

foods, however, the access was clearly restricted by perceived unfavourable 

norms surrounding the consumption of HFSS foods. The children in the higher 

socio-economic school were also aware of this normative pressure, however 

they appeared to feel it less keenly than their parents and were more eager to 

respond to the promotional appeals. 

Conversely, the parents and children in the lower socio-economic school were 

responding to perceived norms that were generally favourable towards the 

consumption of treat foods. In addition, there appeared to be a risk of being 

perceived as poor if these products were not consumed; especially when 

generic or unusual foods were brought in their place. 

Reinforcement 

Finally, the effects of promotion are mediated by reinforcements that the child 

and/or parents receive after trialling the product. At a basic level, this includes 
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sensory reinforcements, such as whether the child enjoyed the taste and texture 

of the food or whether the food satisfied the child’s hunger. However, even 

sensory barriers such as poor taste can be overcome by effective promotion. 

There were incidents of parents and children stating that the children did not 

like the taste of the food, but continued to request it in order to obtain the 

premium. There were also instances of children continuing to request heavily 

promoted products that did not have a premium despite having adverse 

sensory experiences with the product. One child described how Roll-Ups 

annoyed her by sticking to the roof of her mouth and several children 

mentioned that the product tended to stick in their teeth, yet they continued to 

request the product, possibly because the taste was outstanding or because they 

were responding to continued promotion for the product. Interestingly, 

although many children spoke of their desire for this product, the taste was 

rarely mentioned; a couple of children mentioned that they liked the taste, 

whilst another couple of children mentioned that they disliked the taste. 

Social reinforcements are also important – as shown by Bandura (1977) in his 

work on social learning theory as discussed in Chapter 2. The children and 

parents described many incidents of teasing about food in the playground and 

criticisms triggered by children having the ‘wrong’ kind of foods. Incidents 

included children hiding behind other children when a banana was being eaten 

in the middle socio-economic school and whole groups of children running 

away when other children were eating tuna in the higher socio-economic 

school. Similarly, the parents described incidents where an older sibling had 

criticised a food product and their younger sibling would no longer eat the 

food. The parents also described many incidents of their own children making 

critical comments about foods that were purchased, resulting in the food never 

being purchased again. The children and parents also described many positive 

social reinforcements, for example, the children apparently enhanced their 

popularity in the playground when bringing treat foods to school, and the 
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grandparents apparently strengthened their relationships with their 

grandchildren through the liberal provision of foods that were often restricted 

in the home. 

Social reinforcements are particularly critical in the context of children’s food 

consumption because of the importance of food exchange rituals in children’s 

social groups. Inclusion or exclusion from food sharing and trading was a 

powerful motive for most children in this sample. 

Moderators 

The effects of food promotion appear to be moderated by a number of variables. 

Most of these variables (e.g., socio-economic status, gender, age and family 

structure) have already been well documented in the literature on child obesity, 

and are discussed in Chapter 2. 

Socio-economic status appeared to be the strongest modifier of promotional 

effects. Firstly, social status affected perceived norms in relation to consuming 

HFSS foods, as discussed earlier. Secondly, economic status influences the 

ability to select from a wider range of foods. It also reduces the financial 

consequences of purchasing vegetables and fruit that children may reject or 

only partially consume. Socio-economic status was closely associated with cost, 

one of the other factors that moderated the influence of promotion. However, as 

discussed in the Findings chapter, cost moderated effects across the sample; it 

was not limited to families in the lower socio-economic school, though its 

effects were strongest here. 

Another moderator that was associated with socio-economic status was 

perceived need for convenience, which increased the likelihood of consuming 

promoted foods, many of which are designed with convenience in mind. In 

contrast to cost, this moderator was most prevalent in the higher socio-
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economic school. Again, it was not limited to this school and appeared to 

moderate across the sample. 

The literature shows that gender is a modifier of children’s food consumption 

behaviours – child obesity levels are significantly higher amongst boys 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2009). However, the data from this study were 

conflicting on the role of gender and children’s eating behaviours. Gender had 

an obvious influence on normative behaviour. Girls’ food rituals were more 

supportive of healthy eating as they tended to sit around and socialise. Boys 

generally wanted to eat a quick snack and move to the school oval or 

playground for physical activity. The oldest girls (age 12) in the study were also 

becoming aware of social pressures to be thin, and their drawings of popular 

girls indicated they were entertaining the idea of replacing HFSS foods and 

beverages with salads and Diet Coke, tea and coffee. The interview and 

observation data suggested that the girls had not yet implemented these 

changes in their own diets, although the desirability of these dietary changes 

appeared to be a perceived norm for those entering puberty. 

Despite the relative favourability of the girls’ eating rituals and perceived 

norms, the boys’ rituals were much more physical during recess and lunch, and 

their desire to be good at sport may appear to offer a potential protective factor 

for boys. However, the relationship between ‘being good at sport’ and eating 

healthy food did not appear to be strong in the boys’ minds, with the exception 

of the higher socio-economic school, where this point was articulated by several 

boys. The general failure to associate healthy foods with sporting prowess may 

be the result of many advertisements for HFSS foods using physical 

performance as a promotional appeal for their products – Milo, Nutrigrain, 

Gatorade and Powerade were mentioned by boys and their parents as helping 

to provide energy that would improve boys’ physical performance. This means 

that a factor that could have provided a strong barrier against unhealthy eating 
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for boys is instead a trigger for unhealthy eating because of misleading appeals 

in food promotion. 

Age was another moderating factor, although this in itself was moderated by 

family structure. Older children with younger siblings appeared to be more 

aware and possibly more resistant to promotional appeals through their 

exposure to immature and undesirable pestering behaviours in their younger 

siblings. There is a strong relationship in the extant literature between 

increasing age and increasing commercial literacy (John 1999), and this 

relationship was also apparent in these data. The older children were more 

perceptive about promotion, not least because they had been exposed to media 

literacy programmes in middle primary school that the younger children had 

not experienced. The older children also seemed to use different influence 

strategies with their parents, resorting more to negotiation than begging and 

crying, and possibly making fewer requests to parents. However, increasing age 

and its concomitant increase in awareness of persuasive intent did not appear to 

lessen desire for the products, or prevent product requests to parents. This may 

be because of their increasing need to conform in adolescence, a paradox that 

has been noted by John (1999). 

The moderating influence of siblings is part of the wider influence of family 

structure on promotion effects. As discussed in the findings, the presence of 

grandparents and estranged parents increased the likelihood that children 

would be able to respond to persuasive appeals. Several children explained that 

when they saw a product that they would like to have and their mother refused, 

they could ask a grandparent or estranged father and, in most cases, were 

certain to receive the product. 

There were two factors that increased the strength of parental moderation: 

parental’ concern about food additives and parental exposure to a healthy diet 

during their own upbringing. Those parents who expressed concern about food 
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additives automatically ruled out a large proportion of foods that were 

promoted, as they contained potentially harmful additives. The children 

appeared to be surprisingly compliant with their parents’ prohibition – the 

mothers spoke of their children recognising the need to make these changes, 

and taking ownership of the issue, once it was explained to them. 

The parents whose own upbringing had supported healthy eating also 

automatically discounted many of the products that were promoted. The 

children and parents in these families seemed to have less discussion about 

promoted products because those foods were generally not purchased by the 

parent at the supermarket. 

The final moderator to emerge from the findings was school policies and 

curriculum. By allowing classrooms to be a showcase for the latest food 

premiums, including question and answer sessions about the promotion during 

‘show and tell’ segments, educators are inadvertently amplifying the effects of 

food promotion. This also occurs through less direct methods such as children 

attaching food premiums to their backpacks and eating promoted foods during 

recess and lunch. However, these occurrences do not carry the implicit 

endorsement of the teachers, as do the ‘show and tell’ sessions. Similarly, by 

allowing the playground to become a hub for product trial through food 

exchange rituals – schools become a critical link in the consumer adoption 

process of promoted foods. This is apparent when compared to another higher 

socio-economic primary school that was visited by the researcher during the 

data collection period. In this school, the children ate at their desks before being 

sent outside to play. This removed all incidents of displaying, sharing and 

trading foods, and removed the social pressures to have ‘the right’ foods in the 

lunchbox. The data also suggest that schools might be capable of reducing the 

effects of promotion through curriculum content on media literacy and 

nutrition. 
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Exclusions 

There is much literature to suggest that promotion effects are mediated by 

awareness of persuasive intent (for example, Donohue, Henke & Donohue 1980; 

Macklin 1987). As such, it could be argued that media literacy should be 

included in this model, as it is in Livingstone and Helsper’s (2004) ‘Model of the 

Factors that Influence Children’s Food Choice, Habits and Health’. However, 

there is also evidence, although much less of it, to suggest this knowledge does 

not inoculate children against the effects of promotion (Brucks, Armstrong & 

Goldberg 1988; Robertson & Rossiter 1974). Several children in this study 

referred to media literacy training that had occurred at school, and a few 

mentioned it occurring at home. However, this appeared to have minimal 

impact on their desire for advertised products. It also appeared to have minimal 

impact on their perception that advertised products are associated with 

popularity. This was particularly evident in the collage and drawing activity 

results. For this reason, media literacy was not included in the proposed model. 

This is not intended to argue that media literacy has no effects, just that the 

effects were not clear in the present study. 

There are many more influences on children’s diets, such as environmental and 

cultural factors. However, as this is a communications model, it does not 

include the multitude of other factors that can influence children’s diets that are 

unrelated to promotion. 

Additional Theoretical Contributions 

The Role of Siblings 

The study identified the important influence of siblings on children’s 

consumption decisions. This is an important contribution to the consumer 

behaviour literature. John’s review of 25 years of research on consumer 

socialisation (John 1999) called for researchers to disaggregate overall family 
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influence, arguing that individual family relationships, such as father-son, are 

more likely to influence consumer socialisation than general family 

characteristics. John placed particular importance on the role of siblings and the 

need to understand how they influence the consumer socialisation of younger 

or older children in the family. Despite her call for further research a decade 

ago, there is still almost no consumer research published on the influence of 

siblings. The four studies that could be located are discussed below. 

Batounis-Ronner et al. (2007) studied the presence of siblings and birth order on 

children’s perceptions of influence in family purchase decision making. They 

found that older siblings appear to be more trendsetting, but younger siblings 

tend to be more capable of influencing their parents. Cotte and Wood (2004) 

found that young adults’ perceptions of their siblings’ innovativeness was 

related to their own level of innovative consumer behaviour. Grant and Stephen 

(2006) discovered that girls value the opinions of their older sisters in fashion 

purchases. In addition, Khan and Khan (2005) discovered that young adults 

frequently obtained product information from their siblings. 

There is some consideration given to the role of siblings in the nutrition 

literature. Studies have found that food preferences of siblings are strongly 

correlated (Pliner & Pelchat 1986), and twin studies show that this correlation is 

caused by shared environment rather than heritability (Rozin & Millman 1987). 

The study by Pliner and Pelchat (1986) suggested that sibling influences on food 

preferences were more powerful than parental influences, though research by 

Skinner et al. (1998) found that parental influence was similar to that of siblings. 

The present study discovered that siblings can act as a key referent and as such 

are capable of exerting a strong influence on food-related consumption 

behaviours. The findings indicate that older siblings can act as an associative 

reference group, which is consistent with the findings of Grant and Stephen 

(2006) and Khan and Khan (2005) who found that older siblings exert strong 



283 

influence on the purchase of fashionable clothing. In addition, this study found 

that younger siblings may act as a dissociative reference group. In both cases, 

the consumption choices that children made were referenced against their 

siblings with a desire to emulate them or distance themselves from them. 

Similar to the findings of Cotte and Wood (2004), the children and parents in 

this study believed that younger children had greater purchase influence over 

their parents. This was partly because preschool children were more likely to 

shop with their parents (when older siblings were at school), and partly because 

they used more hard-sell tactics on shopping trips (nagging, crying, and 

embarrassing the parent). Being a younger sibling also enabled access to more 

mature products, primarily because the products were already in the house, 

making this a harder battle for parents to fight. 

The tendency to reference consumption against one’s siblings appeared to 

continue into adulthood. Some of the parents interviewed also spontaneously 

referenced their siblings’ consumption behaviours when discussing their own. 

Although the tendency to reference siblings was similar in parents and 

children, the valence was not. The adults still felt the need to compare who had 

the biggest or the best, but they generally viewed their own consumption as 

superior to that of their siblings’. This shift would seem to be related to a 

change in agency: if their sibling had the biggest ice cream in childhood, then it 

was probably mum’s fault; however, if they still had the biggest ice cream in 

adulthood, it is harder to blame other people. The findings suggest that siblings 

can have a very significant impact on consumption, but this impact remains 

largely unexplored in the extant literature. 

Gift Giving 

The findings also extend the gifting literature. Most of the literature on gifting 

focuses on gift giving in the form of unique and isolated events, usually related 

to high involvement items (Sherry 1983). However, in this study gift giving was 
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a widespread and habitual behaviour, with a central role in everyday food 

consumption. This supports Giesler’s (2006) concept of a gift system: ‘A system 

of social solidarity based on a structured set of gift exchange and social 

relationships among consumers’ (p. 283), and provides empirical evidence of its 

existence in a different setting from Giesler’s online community. The habitual 

gifting described in the present study closely fulfils Giesler’s three criteria for a 

gift system – social distinctions, norms of reciprocity, and rituals and 

symbolism. However, the findings are also a departure from his work. Firstly, 

they are centred on the consumption of low-involvement products. Giesler’s 

gifting community centred on music, which is one of the highest involvement 

consumption categories for adolescents. The present study indicated the 

existence of a gift system for snack foods, a category that is low cost and 

frequently purchased. Secondly, this study extends Giesler’s work by 

incorporating the dark side of gift giving (Sherry, McGrath & Levy 1992; Sherry, 

McGrath & Levy 1993). The gift system was found to serve not only as a means 

for inclusion and for strengthening social bonds, but also as a basis for 

exclusion. It appears that food consumption can be used to identify outsiders in 

a community and send them messages that they do not belong. In the case of 

parents gifting to children, there were also examples of the dark side of gift 

giving, notably the use of gifts from estranged fathers, and even sometimes 

grandparents, as acts of defiance or even provocation to the mothers.  

Thirdly, the findings of this study suggest that promotion can play an 

important role in gift giving. Sherry et al. (1993) found that gifting frequently 

results in feelings of disappointment and frustration, owing to the recipient’s 

dissatisfaction with the gift. This unfortunately results in weakened social ties, 

rather than strengthening them. The authors proposed that advertising could 

help consumers avoid this problem, although they envisaged that specific 

appeals would be required for advertising to achieve this task; they offer the 

example of using targeted copy such as, ‘An ideal gift’ or ‘A surefire hit’ (p. 
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240). The current study indicated that promotion was able to reduce the risk of 

gifts being perceived as low status without the need for specific appeals relating 

to this risk. It also appears that promotion is habitually consulted in this way; 

the large volume of food promotion provided the participants with a 

communally accepted reference as to which food gifts are acceptable and 

desirable. 

SUMMARY 

The previous chapter presented a substantive theory of children’s food 

consumption that was grounded in the data collected from the sampled 

population. This chapter has shown that this theory is also well grounded in the 

extant literature on human motivation and consumer behaviour. 

A model was proposed which identifies the direct and indirect effects of 

promotion. This indicates that indirect effects occur through four paths: (1) 

through observation of food promotion and the role models or peer substitutes 

depicted consuming the product and receiving rewards; (2) through the 

perception that peers and families have been influenced by the promotion; (3) 

through interaction with peers and families relating to the promotion, and (4) 

through the public debate and policy review that is triggered by advertising to 

children. 

The variables that mediate promotion effects have been identified. The 

relationships between these variables and food promotion have been modelled. 

This model constitutes an important step in making it possible for researchers 

to finally measure the full effects of food promotion on children’s diets. 
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CHAPTER 7: 
CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

The aim of this final chapter is to summarise the conclusions that can be drawn 

from this study and the implications for marketing academics and professionals 

in child health, broadcasting, and the food and advertising industries. This 

chapter also identifies the limitations of this study and develops an agenda for 

future research. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

Levy (1994) once accused marketers of being too literal and obvious in their 

interpretations of consumer motives. In the excerpt below, he uses the retelling 

of an ancient myth to reveal the poverty of a marketing explanation of 

consumer motivations: 

Assume instead that the products are used symbolically and that 

telling about their uses is a way of symbolizing the life and nature of 

the family; thus, it requires a theory of interpretation that determines 

how the data are to be related and understood. Sanche de Gramont 

(1970) illustrates the point, ‘I like to imagine these Three Wise Men of 

the Occident bent in contemplation over a South American Indian 

myth about a boy who steals a pet pig from his father and roasts it in 

the forest. Freud would conclude that the boy is symbolically killing 

his father because he desires his mother. Marx would say that this 

youthful member of the proletariat is seizing control of the methods 

of production in the class struggle against the landed gentry. Levi-

Strauss would find that, in cooking the pig, the primitive Indian boy 

had achieved the passage from nature to culture and shown that his 

thought processes are no different from Einstein's’. A conventional 

marketing approach would probably accept the boy's explanation at 

face value and conclude that he was hungry, that the pig was 

convenient, cheap, and tasted good. (p. 4) 

The last 15 years have seen major advances in understanding consumer 

behaviour, partly inspired by the work of Levy and his collaborators. However, 
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in the face of a child obesity crisis – precipitated by a move towards sub-

optimal consumption on an unprecedented scale – much of the research is still 

attempting to explain this phenomenon in terms of the four Ps: they are hungry, 

the food is convenient and cheap, and it tastes good. This thesis attempts to 

move beyond obvious structural interpretations of child obesity to a richer 

understanding of the conflicting motivations and sub-optimal trade offs that are 

endemic to the child obesity crisis. 

The large volume of research addressing the effects of food promotion has been 

deemed to provide insufficient evidence to justify further regulation according 

to the Australian Senate (Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs 

2008) and the Australian broadcasting authority (Australian Communications & 

Media Authority 2008). It is clear that new avenues of research are required to 

investigate the role of food promotion in child obesity. Reviews of the literature 

on direct advertising effects have identified methodological problems that are 

common to causal studies of complex consumption behaviours. Such problems 

are exacerbated when those studies involve children, as children’s 

developmental limitations bring their own set of measurement problems. 

Researchers have begun to argue that advertising could have indirect, or second 

level, effects, culminating in much greater influences on children’s diets 

(Hastings et al., 2003, Livingstone and Helsper, 2004, Kunkel, 2005). However, 

the extant literature lacks any comprehensive definition or explanation of these 

indirect effects. 

A grounded study was carried out of children’s food consumption behaviours 

to identify these indirect effects within the context of other influences in 

children’s lives. A key objective was to understand whether commercial 

influences are ‘influencing the influencers’ – in this case, family groups and 

peer groups – thereby having a greater effect on children’s diets than has been 

previously recognised. The focus was on family groups and peer groups to 

identify whether and/or how these key mediators of children’s diets are being 
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influenced by food promotion, and whether this mediation amplifies or 

diminishes promotion effects on children’s diets. 

An ethnographic approach was taken in three settings – a lower, middle and 

higher socio-economic school. The parents were engaged in either in-depth or 

focus group interviews, and the children were engaged in individual or peer-

group interviews and projective techniques involving drawing and/or collage 

materials. In addition, the study included playground observations at recess 

and lunch to triangulate the data and increase the trustworthiness of the 

findings. 

Findings 

The primary contribution of this study is a substantive theory of children’s food 

consumption incorporating both commercial and socio-cultural influences and 

explicating the interaction between these effects. This framework indicates that 

children and parents in this study were prioritising psychosocial needs and 

habitually using food to achieve a range of social and psychological goals, to the 

detriment of children’s diets. As parents and children juggled conflicting food 

priorities, trade-offs were usually made in favour of psychosocial needs (such 

as friendship, status, love) rather than physiological needs (such as hunger, 

thirst, and nutritious food for optimum physical and cognitive functioning). 

Three categories of behaviours associated with psychosocial eating were 

identified in the grounded theory. The first behaviour was communicating 

through food: foods appeared to be used to send important messages relating to 

psychosocial needs such as affiliation, affection, power, and status within the 

children’s family and peer groups. The second behaviour was investing 

through food, with food often being used as a currency for social investments. 

Food was used in this way by children and their peers through sharing and 

trading rituals, and by parents and extended family members to strengthen 

bonds with the child, compensate them, obtain their compliance, and to enjoy 
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the vicarious and apolaustic pleasures received when purchasing and 

bestowing children’s treats. The third behaviour in the grounded theory was 

referencing food promotion. Promotion was found to act as an informational, 

normative and value-expressive reference group. Promotion in particular helps 

to clarify and disseminate norms, and encourages conformity to these norms. 

These findings are a departure from the outcomes of most previous research 

that forms the basis of current child obesity interventions. The latter have 

focused on providing education, information and skills to parents, an approach 

that assumes that food consumption behaviours are based largely on rational 

motives. The findings suggest a move towards more focus on perceived norms 

relating to the consumption of HFSS foods. 

The second major contribution of this study is to identify and explain the 

indirect effects of promotion to children and to incorporate these effects into a 

model. The model, and its accompanying explanation, provides an overview of 

the people and institutions that can mediate promotion effects – serving to 

either amplify these effects or diminish them. The model incorporates the 

findings from the present study and the extant literature. It can serve as a basis 

for future experimental research to measure indirect promotion effects. 

The study also makes smaller contributions that are of value in other domains 

of consumer research. The first of these smaller contributions is to recognise the 

important role of siblings in consumer behaviour. Siblings are almost entirely 

absent from the consumer behaviour literature, yet they appeared to have a 

substantial role in influencing the consumption behaviours of the children, and 

to a lesser extent, the adults in this study. For children, the presence of siblings 

acted as either an associative reference group, with older siblings providing 

access to information and products aimed at older children, or as a 

dissassociative reference group, with younger siblings signalling products and 

consumption behaviours that were no longer appropriate for older children. 
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The study also contributes to the research on gift giving. The findings show that 

gift giving can be a broader behaviour than previously described, and one that 

can be more habitual than occasional. This lends support to Giesler’s (Giesler 

2006) concept of a gift system and extends it to a product category that is 

normally considered low involvement. The findings also reveal an extension to 

the gifting literature in that the gifting described here is not only a means for 

strengthening social ties and inclusion, it is also used as a means to exclude 

others. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

There are important managerial contributions made by this thesis. Firstly, it 

indicates that any attempts to reduce child obesity need to address the 

psychosocial uses of food that are prevalent amongst children and their peers 

and supported by their parents. Conformity to perceived norms and key 

reference groups will work against downstream efforts to improve children’s 

diets, and, therefore, initiatives that focus solely on education (such as 

improving product labelling) could have limited impact. Initiatives must 

effectively address the highly conspicuous nature of children’s food 

consumption, including purchasing, trading and sharing rituals at school, and 

the promotional appeals that encourage these behaviours.  

The findings suggest that the use of social and emotional appeals in promotion, 

particularly relating to being ‘cool’ and socially successful, may be difficult for 

children and parents to resist, as these appeals are so closely associated with 

friendship and happiness. Further understanding is needed to confirm the use 

of food by children and parents to achieve psychosocial goals with peers.  

Food promotion appeared to play a role in teaching, or at least reinforcing, this 

psychosocial eating, and research should test whether children are processing 

and retaining the emotional eating messages that are present in food 

promotion. If this proves to be the case, then the food and advertising 
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industries can be provided with information on the dangers of teaching 

emotional eating behaviours to children, along with clear guidelines on what 

constitutes an emotional eating message and how to recognise and avoid these 

messages in marketing communications. 

The data from this sample suggested that parents and children could be 

responding to distorted perceptions of norms surrounding the consumption of 

HFSS foods. Their perceptions of norms seemed to be mediated by promotional 

messages that do not present a balanced view of the popularity and usage of 

these foods. If further research finds this to be the case, then it may be helpful to 

incorporate this message into commercial literacy programs run in schools, and 

to communicate this message to parents. 

The study identifies the indirect paths of promotion effects, which need to be 

included in the debate on further promotion regulations. In the report on the 

Broadcasting Amendment Bill 2008, the Australian Senate made the following 

statement: 

In relation to food and beverage advertising, ACMA [Australian 

Communications and Media Authority] has decided, at this stage, 

against introducing general restrictions. Current evidence is that the 

association between advertising and obesity is quite modest and 

there is limited research on the benefits of banning food advertising 

(Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs 2008). 

The Senate’s conclusions were based on a review of the literature commissioned 

by the ACMA from Dr Jeffrey Brand (Brand 2007). This review included no 

discussion of the indirect effects of advertising and did not acknowledge that 

several leading researchers in this field had expressed concerns about the 

possible existence of such effects. Encouragingly, the Senate report concluded 

with the following promise: 

The ACMA would consider reviewing its position should the body 

of research find a stronger association between food advertising and 

obesity (Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs 2008). 
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This suggests that evidence produced by tests of the proposed model could 

inform further debate on promotion effects in Australia. This is particularly 

important as Brown and Moodie’s (2009) study found that the indirect effects of 

promotion for tobacco were greater than the direct effects. 

The issue of product spokespersons and spokescharacters is a particularly 

important issue for review by policy makers. It seems that these actors and 

characters are referenced as role models and are therefore capable of altering 

perceived norms. Further research could establish whether promotion impact 

diminishes in the absence of a spokesperson/character (i.e., when only product 

images and voiceovers are used). This could point the way to more effective 

regulation of food promotion. The debate on promotion to children in Australia 

is locked in a battle of ‘complete ban’ or ‘no ban’. It is helpful to identify ways 

to minimise promotion effects of HFSS foods on children without resorting to a 

complete advertising ban. The role of spokespeople/spokescharacters may offer 

one mechanism through which to achieve this. 

The findings also suggest that schools play an important role in amplifying 

promotion effects. This merits review and intervention by school authorities. It 

seemed that ‘show and tell’ or news items in their current form may contribute 

to pester power and child materialism. They were a direct cause of outings to 

fast-food restaurants by other children in the class. Attendance at school is 

compulsory, and children are required to pay attention during news items and 

to ask questions about the item. It is therefore questionable for teachers to 

permit inclusion of premium offers associated with sub-optimal foods. 

There appeared to be a number of school initiatives that were the result of 

individual teachers with special interests or concerns relating to nutrition or 

media/commercial literacy. Examples of these were a puppet show on media 

literacy provided by the nurse in the HSES school, free fruit and sandwiches 

distributed during sports day in the LSES school, and a healthy cooking/healthy 
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eating day in the MSES school. All were remembered and discussed with pride 

by the parents and children. Although resources have been targeted at larger 

evidence-based initiatives, such as the Australian wide ‘Sip and Crunch’ 

initiative, it may be beneficial to have money easily available for spontaneous, 

short-term initiatives relating to child obesity. Whilst ‘Sip and Crunch’ 

appeared to have made an impact in these schools, the smaller, individual 

initiatives had brought a sense of ownership, novelty and fun to health 

behaviours, and were able to harness spontaneity and enthusiasm in a 

community in a way that is unlikely to be achieved through long-term, 

nationwide strategies. 

LIMITATIONS 

Whilst the present study makes important contributions to understanding the 

nature of promotion effects on children’s diets, there are considerable 

limitations associated with the chosen methodology and constraints that 

affected the sample. These limitations are explained below. 

Research Methods 

The primary limitation of this study is its use of qualitative methods. The 

exploratory approach is limited in generalisability and the findings cannot be 

extrapolated beyond the sampled population. The approach is also unable to 

show the relative strength of the relationships that have been identified. For 

example, it is possible that children want to have the same products as popular 

children regardless of whether the products are promoted; whilst this study 

found that promotion increases pressure to have the same foods as popular 

children, it cannot tell us to what extent.  

The qualitative approach also prevents insights into the relative importance of 

different promotional mediums on children’s diets. Although broadcast media 

was dominant in the comments from children and parents (as opposed to sport 
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sponsorship, web sites, or retail promotions, for example), advertisements are 

not the only vehicle for products in the broadcast media, and children’s movies 

feature many product placements28. It was impossible to pick apart the relative 

importance of each medium and future research should address this gap 

because such a task is important to inform policy review in this area. 

In spite of these limitations, as this study sought to identify effects and 

relationships that were previously unknown, the use of an exploratory 

approach was necessary. The level of detail obtained and the insights gained 

would not have been possible with a quantitative approach. 

There are also problems with the reliability of the data when using exploratory 

techniques. The data are subject to bias because of a solitary researcher doing 

data collection and analysis. Attempts were made to minimise this limitation 

with triangulation protocols, including multiple data collection methods to 

increase the reliability of the findings. These included interviews, drawings, 

collages, and observations of food consumption. Other techniques that were 

used to increase reliability included the use of a research journal, noting issues 

that seemed at the time to be contradictory, and the search for negative cases in 

the transcripts (Berg 1988; Glesne 1999). 

These techniques helped to identify exceptions to the prevailing views in the 

data, which resulted in modifying the interpretation and emerging theory, and 

revealed important exceptions to the theory. These exceptions – notably, the 

parents’ concerns about additives, over packaging, cost and convenience, and 

the childhood diet of the parents – were analysed to understand their extent 

 

28
 Recent examples of this include the ‘G-Force’ movie (July 2009), which featured Coca-Cola, 

and the ‘Race to Witch Mountain’ movie, which featured McDonald’s. See: 
http://www.brandchannel.com/brandcameo_films.asp?movie_year=2009#movie_list 
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and nature. They were then incorporated into the grounded theory as modifiers 

of promotion effects. 

An additional limitation of this thesis is the emphasis on advertising. Although 

an aim of this study was to explore the role of promotion (all forms of 

marketing communications), the participants focused heavily on 

advertisements. The participants were asked about other forms of promotion, 

and this did result in valuable data on premiums, retail promotions, and sports 

sponsorship. However, it appeared that television advertisements dominated 

their thinking in relation to food promotion, and the conversation, and their 

examples and anecdotes, usually returned to advertising. It appears that 

investigation of the full range of promotion effects might be better served by a 

more structured research method, where participants are required to consider 

each method, rather than relying on unstructured interviews where 

conversation is guided by their top of mind awareness. 

Sample 

One limitation of the study is that it failed to include children in high school. It 

appears from the literature that peer-related consumption pressures peak at age 

12 (Bachmann Achenreiner, John & Rao 1993), so it may have been beneficial to 

examine peer effects in the year following this peak. In addition, Solomon 

(1983) argues that product stereotypes are strongest during times of role 

transition, which suggests it would have been particularly valuable to include 

children as they transitioned from their final year of primary school through to 

the end of their first year of high school. In view of this, it should be assumed 

that the findings of this study underestimate the full impact of promotion 

effects mediated by peers. As noted previously, it was not practical to include 

children of this age in the study because of the difficulties associated with 

recruiting additional schools. 
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Another limitation was the use of active, rather than passive, consent. This 

resulted in a gender imbalance in the study. In each school, it was harder to get 

consent forms for boys. This problem was discussed with two of the Head 

Teachers, who explained that any optional school activities requiring 

permission slips resulted in much lower participation from boys. One Head 

Teacher posited that parents ask their children if they want to be involved, and 

boys instinctively say ‘no’, in case there are no other boys who enrol and they 

therefore feel foolish and ‘uncool’. 

Active consent also resulted in a sample that was biased towards those with an 

interest in healthy eating. It was apparent during interviews in the first school 

(the lower socio-economic school) that the active consent process and lack of 

financial incentive had attracted only highly involved parents (i.e., those who 

already held strong views about the importance of healthy eating). This 

problem was overcome by increasing the financial incentive (from a $5 

supermarket voucher to a $20 supermarket voucher), which doubled the size of 

the sample from this school and involved parents who were not highly 

involved in the topic and held more representative attitudes and behaviours. 

This could have resulted in a broader parent sample in school one than in the 

other schools, as these parents had a financial incentive that parents in the other 

schools did not. However, given the relative affluence of the other two schools, 

it seems unlikely that the increase in incentive would have been as successful at 

generating a broader range of participants. 

Additional limitations derive from the restrictions on the size and distribution 

of the sample. A large-scale quantitative study with a randomised sample 

would have produced findings that were generalisable beyond the sampled 

population and provided evidence to inform immediate policy debate. 

However, it was essential to identify these effects before they can be measured. 
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The distribution of the sample is also a limitation in view of the focus on Perth 

in Western Australia. The sample did not include other regions of Australia, nor 

did it include Australians living in the country (otherwise known as the 

‘Outback’, or ‘The Bush’). Outback Australia is considered an underserved 

community with problems and needs that are markedly different from those of 

other Australians. However, the population of the Outback constitutes only 5% 

of the West Australian population, and considerable resources would have been 

required to travel to these remote locations. 

As the sample was limited to Australia, it is possible that the findings are of 

limited relevance to other countries. However, Australia has child obesity rates 

similar to rates in the UK and USA and the sample contained some first- and 

second-generation immigrants from European countries such as the UK and 

Italy and from Asian countries such as India, China and Japan. It is thus 

possible that the findings represent a broad range of cultural perspectives. 

Directions for Future Research 

Social interaction relating to promotion would appear to be a critical link in the 

mediation of promotion effects. It has been investigated in peer groups (Ritson 

& Elliott 1999), and similar work is needed in family groups. Lull’s (1980b) 

study of the social uses of television would provide a useful protocol for 

investigating social uses of promotion in family groups. However, such a study 

would be extremely labour-intensive, as data collection sessions would have to 

occur in individual homes over a period of several days. 

A model of direct and indirect promotion effects was proposed in Chapter Six, 

and further examination and testing of this model could provide evidence of 

the indirect effects of promotion. Specifically, experiments are needed to 

identify whether promotion exposure alters perceived prevalence of the food, 

perceived popularity of the food, and the number of children actually 
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consuming the food. Any attempt to confirm, refute or modify the relationships 

in this proposed model would help explicate the indirect effects of promotion. 

To conclude, this thesis has contributed to an important issue that has 

important theoretical and practical implications. The grounded theory and 

proposed model of promotion effects provide a foundation for a new research 

agenda on the indirect effects of promoting to children. 
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Appendix A Instructions for Drawing PT 

MATERIALS: Coloured pencils and 2 sheets of paper per child 

INSTRUCTIONS 

• Write your first name on the top of both sheets of paper. 

• Draw a picture of a popular child at recess on one sheet. Draw a 

picture of an unpopular child at recess on the other sheet. 

• Include lots of detail. Make the drawings large so you have space 

for details. 

• Discussion – what sorts of details could we include? 

o Where they are 

o Who they are with 

o What they are doing 

o What do they look like 

o What things do they have 

• It doesn’t need to be a good drawing or a neat drawing. It’s okay 

to draw stick men if you prefer. 

• You can label things if you are having trouble showing what they 

are. 

• You can use speech bubbles to show what they are saying 

• You can use thought bubbles to show what they are thinking 
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Appendix B Collage Worksheets for Girls 
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Appendix C Collage Worksheets for boys 



 

Appendix D Food pictures used for the Collage PT 

 

 



 

D.1 Food pictures used for the Collage PT continued… 
 
 

 



 

D.2 Food pictures used for the Collage PT continued… 

 



 

Appendix E Interview Guide for Lunchbox 
Autodriving Tool 

• Who chose the food and/or packed the lunchbox? 

• How do they know/choose what foods to put in? 

• Which is your favourite food in the box? What do you like about it? 

• Which is your least favourite food in the box? What don’t you like about it? 

• If you could have anything at all in your lunchbox, what would it be? What 

do you like about that food? 

• Which food will you eat first? 

• Do you think you will eat all of it or leave any of it? 

• What about trading and sharing food? Does that happen? Which of these 

foods could be traded? What foods would you like to trade for? 



 

Appendix F Interview Guide for Children 

PEER GROUPS 

• Best foods to have? What’s so good about them? 

• Worst foods to have? What’s so bad about them? 

• Do you discuss food with your peers? Examples. 

• Trading and sharing food? What foods? How does it work? 

• Teasing about food? 

• Do you discuss promotion/ads with your peers? Examples. 

FAMILY 

• Do parents nag you about food? Examples. 

• Do you nag parents about food? Examples. 

• Do you ask for food/help choose it at the shops/home? Examples. 

• Do you buy food for yourself? Canteen? Pocket money? 

• Do you discuss promotion/ads with your family? Examples. 

FOOD PROMOTION 

• Food premiums – favourite ones? What can you get at the moment? How do 

you find out about them? 

• Fast food restaurants – who decides? Triggers? Describe last visit? 



 

Appendix G Interview Guide for Parents 

• Do they ask for foods/help chose them?  

• What food do they chose? What influences those choices? 

• Pocket money/buying food for themselves 

• Exposure to food promotion (TV, magazines, Internet, retail promos)? 

Example of when you said yes? Example of when you said no? 

• Fast food restaurants – What is the trigger? Who chooses which one? 

Describe last visit. 

• How does food promotion influence what is eaten at home/school? 

• Discussions about promotion/advertising within your family? 

• Other issues? Family budget, convenience etc… 

• Who encourages and supports your family with healthy eating – person or 

organisation. 

• Any barriers to healthy eating in your family. People? Organisations? Cost? 

Convenience? Anyone who undermines your attempts to improve your 

family’s diet – person or organisation. 

FAMILY 

• Family conflict over food? 

• Do they nag or pester? Techniques used? Nagging caused by? 

PEER GROUPS 

• Do kids talk about what their friends have? Examples? 

• Are you aware of any discussion about food at school? Examples? 

• Trading/sharing food? Examples? 



 

Appendix H Pilot Tests 

A pilot test was carried out for the collage projective technique to assess its 

effectiveness before data collection commenced. It was not considered 

necessary to test the drawing technique, as the children would simply be asked 

to draw pictures – an activity they would have experienced many times before 

in primary school. The pilot test of the collage PT resulted in major 

improvements to the data collection process. The pilot not only tested the 

collage projective technique, it also allowed the researcher to practise 

interviewing children using the collage as an autodriving tool. Data collected 

from the pilot test were not included in the final data set for the study. 

Pilot Test Sample 

The pilot tests included a convenience sample of 15 children, aged 7-12. The 

sample incorporated children from a broad range of backgrounds (girls and 

boys, children with 0-4 siblings, children from one and two parent homes, and 

children with and without a stay-at-home parent). The pilot sample was not 

representative, as it did not include children from lower socio-economic or 

diverse ethnic backgrounds and consisted predominantly of boys (12 boys and 

4 girls). A representative sample was not considered essential as the tests were 

designed primarily to ensure that the procedures ran smoothly, that the 

children could understand and carry out the instructions, and that they were 

comfortable with the techniques. The small number of girls in the sample was 

not a concern as the girls were found to be more confident with the activity than 

the boys. The pilot test procedures and findings are discussed below. 

Pilot Test Procedure 

The children were given the two worksheets of a popular and lonely child (see 

Appendix B for girls and Appendix C for boys). In order to clarify whether the 

photographs were perceived in this way, the children were asked, ‘What do 



 

you think these children are like?’ In every case, the children viewed the 

children as lonely or popular accordingly (or used variations of these terms). 

The children were asked to select pictures of the foods that they thought each 

depicted child would have in their lunchbox that day and paste them into the 

two lunchbox templates provided. Once the instructions were read to the 

children, the children rarely needed further clarification of the procedure. The 

only exceptions were questions about whether they were allowed to stick the 

pictures outside the lines of the templates, whether it was permissible for 

pictures to overlap, and how many pictures they were allowed/supposed to 

use. The children were told that the collages did not need to be neat – pictures 

were allowed outside the lines of the template and overlapping other pictures 

and they could use as many or as few pictures as they needed to, as they should 

include the amount of food they thought each child would have in their 

lunchbox. These same points were used to brief the children in the actual data 

collection, to pre-empt these questions and reduce uncertainty. 

The researcher interviewed the children briefly after they had carried out the 

projective technique to test the use of the collages as an autodriving tool. An 

early draft of the interview guide (see Appendix F) was used. This provided the 

researcher with practice at interviewing children and led to the improvement or 

removal of questions that seemed confusing to the children. 

Pilot Test Outcomes 

The pilot tests showed that the collage techniques, autodriving process and 

interview questions worked well. However, they also found a few small points 

that could be improved. The following improvements were made: 

• Presentation of food pictures: The pictures had been printed on a sheet for 

the children to cut out to increase the benefits of participation by providing 

the children with fine motor practice of cutting and pasting. However, two 

disadvantages were clear in the pilot tests: 1) the children took a long time to 



 

cut out the pictures and 2) foods around the periphery of the page seemed to 

be chosen less than foods in the centre of the page. To overcome this, in the 

main study the pictures were pre-cut and given to the children in small 

plastic bags, thereby allowing each picture an equal chance of being noticed 

and selected. 

• Salience of food pictures: Some food pictures were removed as all children 

in the pilot tests ignored them. This helped to reduce the quantity of pictures 

that the children would need to sift through. 

• Non-promoted foods that could be traded/shared: The children frequently 

raised the topic of trading and sharing food and discussed which foods 

guaranteed success in these rituals. This outcome suggested the need to 

include non-promoted foods that could be shared and traded, as well as 

promoted foods that could be shared and traded. This indicated whether 

foods that were easy to share with friends were therefore popular, or 

whether promotion of foods was necessary for them to be shared amongst 

friends. Consequently, food pictures were added for grapes, strawberries 

and homemade cookies. These additions provided insights into the social 

currency of promoted versus non-promoted foods, the results of which can 

be found in the chapter titled ‘Grounded Theory: Core Category’. 

 



 

Appendix I Sponsorship of Sport 

The West Coast Eagles on the field and in the classroom for the ‘Eagles Rock My School’ program29. 

   

A photo of the researcher’s child at a skiing club in Australia during the data collection period. 

Note the signage and compulsory clothing. The children also had ‘Milo breaks’ during classes. 

 
 
29

 Image source: www.westcoasteagles.com.au 


