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1. BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH AND REASONING BEHIND THE THESIS

Today’s Alpha generation is raised in a drastically different way than a couple of decades ago. With the
growth of smart phones and tablets, a completely new generation arises, whose entire life is completely
interlinked with technology and the media, allowing them to grow up in a completely different world
than we did. In this new, exciting world, children almost instinctively know how to use these innovative

devices, however with numerous new beneficial changes, come various new risks and difficulties.

Not only has the way we use different sources of media shifted in the past decade, conservative family
structures are also loosened continuously. Divorce rates and the number of patchwork families are
steadily increasing, so are the number of working mothers. Which ultimately means, children spend
more time in preschool with their peers and various other caregivers than their parents, allowing newer
forms of influence to have on effect on them. While the increased presence of brand names in our society
has led to intensified brand awareness and preference among children at earlier ages (Dotson and Hyatt,
2005). Finally, the way families purchase and consume has also shifted over time, allowing children,
even as small as preschool level to be taken more and more serious as consumers. Children add value to
companies in the present as consumers who make purchases of their own, as influencers of their parents
and as future loyal customers (Hofmeister-To6th, 2003). McNeal (2007) underlined that in recent years
the number of parents who consulted with their children prior to purchasing products for the whole
family steadily increased. Hence, the media increasingly addresses children as independent consumers,
creating a viscous cycle. The degree to which a child becomes brand loyal derives of the interaction of
familiarity and marketing stimuli. Loyalty results from recurrent visibility of a product, which often
comes from the observation of parents, exposure to brands in various forms of media and exposure to

other children's environments (Paul, 2002).

Simultaneously, it is important to highlight, that although children’s media consumption has been
studied in the past, the specific focus on preschool aged children has been rather rare, leaving room for
various new academic results in this specific field. Furthermore, linking food consumption behaviours
with consumer socialization is a novelty for this specific age group. Especially peer influence on
preschool children is a topic that is vastly understudied in the field of academia so far, even though the
changes mentioned above in the past decades resulted in a great shift from a solely family dominated
influence regarding children consumer behaviour. The main reason for aiming to focus largely on the
influence of food consumption and therefore eating behaviours of children derives from the assumption,
that this is the major field, where even preschool aged children have a say in what types of products their


https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/07363760510576536/full/html#b22

family should select. Furthermore, there is currently a growing child obesity epidemic in Europe, which
Is strongly catalysed by the unhealthy foods marketed to them. According to Vidra (2019) Europe has
been hit hard by this epidemic, as it is currently the region with the second-highest obesity prevalence
worldwide. Obesity is considered one of the major public health challenges of the 21st century due to

its severe health effects (Vidra, 2019). Therefore, action is needed to counteract the growing trends.

The current study has several practical implications. It is important to understand what factors have the
greatest influence on preschool aged children today, as this can be great aid in developing policies to
protect children in the future. Additionally, understanding how advertisers market foods to children is
crucial in order to focus on beneficial outcomes, such as how to favourably influence dietary choices
(Boyland et al., 2011). It lies in the responsibility of the advertising companies and decision-makers to
protect the future generations and to ensure that they develop in an adequate and healthy manner. The
current study aims to help find ways to decline the current child obesity epidemic and help children feel
less overwhelmed in great array of marketing efforts aimed at them currently. Schools as well as
preschools for that matter, are currently the best possibilities to reach children and their families for
nutrition education, preschools should provide a supportive environment, aiding children to make
healthy food choices (French, Story and Fulkerson, 2002).

1.1 RESEARCH OBIJECTIVES

Taking the factors above into consideration, the present study aims to explore in which ways the
environmental and social surroundings of children influence them in their current food consumption
patterns, in what ways their brand awareness and brand preferences evolve on the road to becoming
individual consumers. In connection with my research, | defined four objectives, the first two are related
to the literature review, while the second two are related to empirical research. These research objectives

form the basis of the research questions and later the novel scientific results.

The first objective related to the literature review is to examine the literature regarding the role
environmental and social surroundings have on the individual consumer and buyer behavior of children.
I consider consumer socialization as predominantly important as it allows us to understand the way a
child acquires the behavior deemed appropriate by society, amongst others the learning process of how
to become a consumer in our society. Ultimately, understanding these processes by which children
acquire consumption related-skills is important not only the filed of marketing but also in public policy



formation (Ward, 1974). Linked to the first objective, is the second objective to present and cluster all
the factors and their relating models influencing food consumption behaviour of children. The
importance of this is that while the literature regarding consumer socialization is extensive, there are
major gaps when it comes to analysing this specific age group. What is more, the aspect of peer influence
as well as the internet on this age segment is completely understudied too. In order to fill these gaps, the
presentation and systematization of models examining how consumer socialization influences the

purchase and decision-making processes are an important goal of the literature part of my dissertation.

Two further objectives are related to the empirical research. The third objective is to create a conceptual
framework that presents the factors influencing the food consumer behaviour of preschool children and
to test these with qualitative and quantitative data. My aim is to create the basic structure of the
framework based on the relevant information of the models known from the literature, especially
focusing on the influencing factors of the socialization agents. My goal is not to create a total model, as
an aspect of human behaviour and decision making is looked into. Therefore, the complexity of this
makes it practically impossible. Rather, | would like to construct a framework that is novel in this field
and can be used as a starting point to build more theory in this matter. According to Colquitt and Zapata-
Phelan (2007) theory testing is principally important because some of the most intuitive theories
introduced in the literature end up being unsupported by empirical research. The current dissertation
aims to building theory by examining the effects of consumer socialization that have been the subject of
prior theorizing but have not been thoroughly tested in the form of a prior empirical study. Ideally, by
doing this, the dissertation will be able introduce new factors that add to existing theory in order to
describe how the influencing process unfolds. In my research, | examined each part of the framework
separately, in both my qualitative and quantitative research, the results lead to a modified more precise

theoretical model that is presented in the final chapters of the dissertation.

Finally based on the findings of the empirical research and the novel scientific results, the paper also
aims to suggest ways to modify and enhance policies currently applied in Hungary. Aiding policymakers
as well as parents can help fight against numerous important factors such as childhood obesity and
limiting the amount and type of marketing efforts children are exposed to on a daily basis. Being a
mother of two this is something | have always been very passionate about. As | believe, the children of
today are exposed to a great amount of harmful media as well as other marketing efforts that can vastly

influence the way they consume food products reaching all the way to their adulthood.



1.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

In order to support the outlined research objectives, the main theoretical approaches are described
regarding consumer socialization as well as consumer behaviour in preschool children in the theoretical
section of the dissertation. The presentation of the consumer socialization literature is particularly
important because it allows the reader to understand how consumers evolve in society, enabling them to
be effective members of society (Ward, 1974). The dissertation also aims to include Hungarian literature
regarding the current topic, however it has to be noted that the current range of Hungarian literature in
his field is rather narrow, consequently the current dissertation also aims to contribute to this. The
empirical section also focuses on children in consumer society, their eating behaviour as well as all
environmental influences they might encounter altering their food consumer behaviour. The empirical

section is rounded off by the initial conceptual framework, as seen in Figure 1. below.

Figure 1: Conceptual framework: Factors affecting the food consumer behaviour of children.
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2. METHODOLOGY

The dissertation incorporates both qualitative and quantitative research techniques, as the examined
subject are children, thus qualitative studies are vital for an overall understanding of the issue. A
qualitative and quantitative pilot study was conducted in order to pre-test certain questions and to

understand which issues need to be investigated in greater detail. The qualitative pilot study consisted



of the so called brand awareness test, where following a short interview about consumer and media
consumption habits, children were shown thirteen different logos and asked to name them. While the
quantitative pilot study consisted of an adaptation of Wardle et al.’s (2001) Child Eating Behaviour

Questionnaire, it further explored the media consumption habits of Hungarian preschool aged children.

Next, in order to find out, what other factors affect the children’s consumer behaviour besides the media
and family. A qualitative test for measuring social relationships was applied on a specific group of
children in a selected public Hungarian preschool after conducting a similar brand awareness assessment
as in the pilot study. Once, deeper insights were gained through the pilot studies and the brand awareness
logo test, the final questions were assembled for the interviews with the parents as well as the children.
As in many cases, the consumer himself does not know why he or she makes certain decisions (Szfics,
2016), thus in-depth interviews helped understand the complex decision-making process families face

in their everyday lives, these were followed by an in-store observation of the participants.

Finally, the Hungarian Brand Awareness Instrument (HBAI) was conducted amongst Hungarian
children. The HBAI aimed to develop a tool for measuring food/drink brand awareness in Hungarian
children, aged 3-7 years, as a representation for their prior food marketing exposure, based on the
existing International Brand Awareness Instrument (Forman et al., 2009). Children were presented a
total of 30 brand logos, and asked to pair them with one of four possible food images. Simultaneously,
a brand preference test was conducted asking children to pick between a branded and a non-branded
product. The results were compared to variables such a television consumption, internet consumption,
age and food consumption of the ‘big 5°. Due to the smaller sample size and the fact that this a novel
instrument conducted within Hungary, the study was rather an exploratory research at this point. Table
1. below, summarizes the methodology applied as well as the year conducted, sample size, participants,
the literature the methodology was based on as well as the main topics covered. One of the main insights
from the brand awareness pilot studies conducted was, that not only television, but also internet
consumption of children needs to be looked at in more detail, furthermore, peer and family influence
need to be tested too. Due to this the second round of the brand awareness assessment not only included
the internet consumption of children, but also a sociometry allowing to results to reflect peer influence
too. This was then repeated once more in the final Hungarian Brand Awareness Instrument to increase

sample size and validity.



Table 1: Summary of methodology applied throughout the dissertation

YEAR SAMPLE PARTICIPANTS BASED ON TOPICS COVERED

PILOT 2015 N=20 Children ages 4-6  Forman et al. e Brand awareness
BRAND (2009) »  Television consumption
AWARENESS (Pine and Nash *  Shopping habits
ASSESSMENT (2002) *  Brand request
PILOT EATING | 2016 N=365 Parents of Wardle et al. »  Eating behaviours
BEHAVIOUR children age 3-7 (2001) *  Allergies
SURVEY *  Media consumption
BRAND 2018 N=23 Children ages 6-7  Forman et al. e Brand awareness
AWARENESS (2009) *  Media consumption
ASSESSMENT Moreno, Jennings »  Shopping habits
AND and Stockton «  Sociometry
SOCIOMERTY (1943)
DEEP 2019 N=15 Parents of »  Eating behaviours
INTERVIEWS children age 3-7 *  Media consumption

»  Shopping habits

*  Brand preference
STORE 2020 N=9 Parents of Buijzen and »  Shopping habits
OBSERVATION children age 3-7 Valkenburg, 2008; «  Brand preference

Gram, 2015; Page  «  Pester power
etal., 2018

HUNGARIAN 2020 N=60 Children ages 3-7  Forman et al. «  Brand awareness
BRAND (2009) *  Brand preference
AWARENESS Turner et al. *  Media Consumption
INSTRUMENT (2015) *  Sociometry
AND
SOCIOMETRY

Source: Own construction

2.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The objective of my dissertation is to analyse in what steps pre-school children become consumers of
their own and to evaluate what influences them the most out of the environmental factors discussed
within the dissertation. Due to the fact, that the current dissertation primarily relies on qualitative
methods, research questions were formulated instead of hypotheses. In order to clarify the research
objective, the following research questions were formulated:

[Q1]: In what ways does the media influence preschool children as consumer?

[Q1.1]: What is the relationship between media consumption of pre-school aged children and their
brand awareness?

[Q1.2]: Does media consumption influence the brand preferences of pre-school aged children?

There is plenty of evidence that children notice food promotion. However, establishing whether this

actually influences them is a complex problem (Hastings et al., 2003). Hastings et al., (2003) reported
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that these effects operate at both brand and category level. Themes of fun and fantasy are commonly
used to promote certain foods to children, pushing back the health and nutrition aspect. Several studies
outlined that food brand recognition is strongly affected by the media (Derscheid, Kwon and Fang, 1996;
Borzekowski and Robinson, 2001; Harrison, 2005; Connor, 2006). However, these studies often focused
on elder age groups, and the novel internet consumption of children has often not been taken into
account, therefore the research questions aim to clarify the ways the media might impact the children’s
brand awareness and preference. Especially as research regarding brand preference and the impact of
the media are still rather scarce. Subsequently Wang et al. (2010) found children 5 and older, have a
preference for products of which they have high brand awareness, however the younger children did not
(Wang et al., .2010).

[Q2]: To what extent does the family influence the child’s food consumer behaviour?

Valkenburg and Buijzen (2005) claim parents influence their children’s consumer behaviour through
modelling, reinforcement, and social interaction, as families often visit supermarkets together.
According to Polya (2008), children learn how to evaluate advertisements from their parents. They also
shape the child's brand and shop preferences. Although parents influence their child’s purchase decision-
making processes at all levels, this primarily affects their attitudes towards consumer goods, rather than
convenience and special products. Parental brand awareness is also found to be an important predictor
of children’s brand awareness (Valkenburg and Buijzen, 2005). Parents can further influence their
children’s consumer behaviour by passing their own brand relationships to their children (Moore,
Wilkie, and Lutz, 2002). According to Ji (2008) various factors play an important role in the way children
learn information about brands from their parents. These factors include parental style and how
important certain brands are to parents. Overall, past findings underline, that family plays a great role
influencing children as consumers, the second research question aims to investigate the depth of the

influence and the factors that can strengthen or weaken this influence within a family.

[Q3]: To what extent do social surroundings such as peers influence the child’s food consumer
behaviour?”

Until today, literature on how peers influence children’s consumer behaviour has been extremely scarce,

while findings in this field often contradict each other. Drenten, Peters and Thomas (2008) were one of



the few who examined the consumer socialization of preschool age children in a peer-to-peer context.
The findings support the proposition that social (i.e. peers) and environmental (i.e. preschool) factors do
in fact influence a child’s consumer socialization, even at a very young age. These findings are not inline
with earlier findings of John (1999), who argued that peers only influence children at later stages of child
development. Findings of a previous study by John indicated that peer group purchase influence emerges
slowly through the years (Bachmann, John and Rao, 1993). Due to this, the final research question
addresses this issue, aiming to further elaborate if preschool children influence each others consumer

behaviour at all, and if so, to what extent.

3. RESULTS

3.1 THE MEDIA’S INFLUENCE ON PRESCHOOL CHILDREN AS CONSUMERS

The results of both qualitative brand awareness studies were analysed in terms of media influence. First,
the television habits and internet consumption habits of the children were investigated to then be able to
compare these with the logos recognized. Children were classified into three categories based on their
television consumption. In terms of advertising awareness, none of the children could answer the
question ,,How people and cartoons are placed in the TV set?”. As for the question ,,What is an
advertisement?”, half of the children answered that they did not know what an advertisement was. The
remaining answers revealed that they were not really aware of the concept or could not adequately define
advertising. This theory is also in line with Piaget's (1970) Theory of Cognitive Development, since the
child is still merely in the pre-operational stage (at 2 to 7 years) and is therefore only capable of one-

dimensional thinking.

The Child Eating Behaviour survey investigated the link between eating behaviour and the media, which
ultimately affects consumer behaviour. A one-way ANOVA test was run to investigate the relationship
between the children’s eating behaviour and their television consumption. All in all, increased emotional
eating was linked to an increase in television consumption. The findings also reveal that an increase in
television consumption leads to an increase in the pace of food intake of children. Furthermore, an
increase in television consumption influences the way children dislike certain types of foods and also
narrows a child’s food intake variety. An increase in television consumption led to a decrease in the
enjoyment of food. Interestingly, other areas tested within the survey, such as drinking habits, were not

affected by television consumption.
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Furthermore, the results of the deep interview conducted with the parents outlined, those parents who
named the most brands in connotation with their child also claimed that their child watches television
on a daily basis. This was further underlined using NVivo. All brands mentioned by the participants
were coded into one Node, and a Matrix Coding Query was run according to the media consumption of
the child (see Table 2. below).

Table 2. Matrix Coding comparing brand names mentioned and media consumption

Media consumption = high Media consumption = average Media consumption = low

Brands 149 62 63

Source: Own construction using NVivo

It can be stated, there is no link between the amount of television watched and children’s knowledge
about the sales intent of advertising. Moreover, media consumption does in fact impact the extent to
which brands are present on a daily basis within the lives of families. Food is the most frequently
advertised product category on children’s television program (Fiates, Amboni and Teixeira, 2008), thus
television advertisements mainly impact the food consumer behaviour of children. Results further
suggest that media consumption influences various aspects of eating behaviour, this suggests that the
brand selection of children might be narrowed down through the media as their picky eating increases

with increased media consumption.

3.2 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MEDIA CONSUMPTION AND BRAND AWARENESS

Regarding the pilot qualitative brand awareness test, it can be said, there was a pattern between children
who hardly guessed any logos correctly and the lack of media consumption. The children’s logo
recognitions were also categorized into television consumption and internet consumption separately, to
find possible patterns. The findings outlined logo recognition was linked to the volume of television
consumption. On the contrary, hardly any pattern could be noticed regarding the internet consumption
frequency and the logo recognition of the children. The current results suggest that while children are
influenced by advertisements on television, this is not necessarily the case with advertisement on the

internet and applications.




Finally, the Hungarian Brand Awareness Instrument brought some interesting insights on the way the
media is linked to brand awareness as well. Pearson’s correlation coefficients were used to examine the
relationship between brand awareness, brand recall, brand recognition and the continuous variables of
age, minutes of TV viewing/week and internet usage. There was a medium strength, positive correlation
between brand awareness and TV viewing/week, which was statistically significant (r(57) = .483, p =
.000). This was also the case with internet viewing/week in correlation with brand awareness which was
statistically significant (r(57) = .473, p = .000).

To conclude, both quantitative and qualitative measures underline that increased media consumption
affects children’s brand awareness, only to a different extent. The qualitative measures showed that the
knowledge of logos and brands was much higher amongst those children, who viewed television on a
daily basis, however this was not the case with internet consumption. Similarly, while the quantitative
study found a positive correlation between brand awareness and media consumption, this was only of
medium strength. Indicating, that there is a link between some form of media consumption and brand
awareness, however it might not be the most important influencing factor in the children’s lives, thus

the research question is only partially verified.

3.3 MEDIA CONSUMPTION’S INFLUENCE ON BRAND PREFERENCE

Firstly, in order to explore brand preference at such as young age, the deep interview discussions with
the parents were coded using NVivo. A Node called Brands was created, where every single sentence
that incorporated a brand name of any sort was marked. From this node, the most frequently used brand
names were found using word frequency. Out of the 23 brand names on the list, nine were cartoon
characters or names associated with toys, six were dairy brands (including one cheese), three were for
sweet snacks, two were washing powders. Especially cartoon names are vital as often food items
marketed to children are depicted on the packaging of the products. The children were also grouped into
three media consumption categories, of which seven children were grouped into the frequent consumer
category. Out of these seven, six parents could name at least one incident, where the child had asked for
a product due to a commercial. Four respondents remembered that their child saw an advertisement on
television and then asked for the product, in three cases these were toys and once it was cereal and dairy.
3 children were grouped into the non-frequent media consumption category. One out of the 3, none could

name any incident where the child asked for a particular item due to the influence of commercials.
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Within the qualitative brand awareness study, children were also asked what they would like from Santa.
These results were also compared to their media consumption in order to see how this might affect their
brand preference. Interestingly, very few children mentioned branded toys. Only three branded toys were
mentioned by the children, however, all these children belonged to the ,,frequent media user” category.
Only 3 children in the sample had very little or no media consumption at all, from these children, 2 did
not know what they wanted from Santa and one child asked for a non-branded toy (a doll). These results
are in line with Pine and Nash’s (2002) research, which concluded that children who spend more time
watching television ask for more gifts, and those who request gifts are more likely to ask for branded of

toys.

The Hungarian Brand Awareness Instrument was also used to assess any differences in the mean of
brand preference of branded vs. non branded products with television and internet consumption using
the independent sample t-tests. The t-test revealed there was only one significant difference in the means
of the brand preference differences, of branded chips and television consumption
t(25,834)=2.399, p=0.024. The internet consumption frequency had no impact on brand preference.

There were no other statistically significant cases.

Overall, the main pattern, that was witnessed from the data, was that the media mainly influences the
children’s request for food items (mainly dairy products within this sample) and toys. As far as brand
preference, several brands that are highly advertised currently appeared numerous times, such as LEGO
and the Paula pudding. Whilst the findings from the Hungarian Brand Awareness Instrument suggest
found that brand preferences are only partially influenced by television consumption, internet
consumption does not influence brand preference. Due to this once again the research question is only

partially verified.

3.4 FAMILY INFLUENCE ON CHILD FOOD CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR

The deep interview conducted with parents made clear, that one of the main influencing factors primarily
was, whether or not, the child is included in the food shopping routine of the family, this was also the
reason, that in-store observations were conducted with the families post the deep interviews. Numerous
different themes arouse whilst discussing the question whether the children’s presence influence their
shopping behaviour in any way. Those parents who always took their children shopping emphasized
how their shopping efficiency was influenced by the presence of the children. Interestingly, the same
group of parents also kept highlighting the purchase intentions they had towards their child, even in their

absence. When asked if there are any products, where the child is allowed to make the purchase decision,
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interestingly all parents named several products. Whilst the majority of the parents named certain food
categories as candy, dairy products or even bakery items. Food replacements mainly took place due to
special medical conditions or allergies of the children. Furthermore, the only parent who claims to have
completely replaced the items purchased due to their child was the only single mother in the study.
Interestingly mainly those parents who hardly took their children with them to the store discussed how
their child often requests certain products, but it was the same group of parents who could hardly name
any preferred brands of their children. Finally, a part of the sample reported that to their knowledge,
their children do not influence their purchasing habits; these were mainly parents who did not, or very
rarely took their children shopping. These findings were also partially underlined previously within the
qualitative brand awareness test with the children. When children were asked about their purchasing
habits with their parents, from the 20 children who participated in the pilot study, only two did not
accompany their parents to the store. From the remaining 18, only five claimed not to ask for anything
at the store from their parents. The rest regularly ask for certain goods. In general, the majority of the
children mentioned sweets (9), but some children also mentioned toys (3).

The interviews with the participants made clear, that availability of brands within the household has a
great impact on children. The wording and phrases used, often hinted which products are the ones, that
are selected primarily by the parents for their children. Another reoccurring factor was not only the
influence of parents, but also their extended families influence on children’s brand awareness.
Grandparents were mentioned the most during the interviews. Besides grandparents and siblings, cousins
and godparents were mentioned too. Even the neighbours were mentioned as a popular source of

influence.

Furthermore, when comparing the income levels of the parents and their answers regarding their child’s
brand preferences, those parents who mentioned the most brands in connotation with their child had a
higher average income in comparison to the entire sample. It also has to be noted, that according to the
deep interviews, food allergies influence the brand choices of children and their entire families
consumption behaviour. During the interviews several parents reported, that their child had some sort of
food intolerance and how this affected their consumption. Furthermore, all three parents who claimed to
have children with some sort of food allergies belonged to those who could hardly recall named brand
preferences of their children.

Finally, the in-store observations of the deep interview respondents were able to bring numerous

interesting insights on the way parents might influence their children in a store setting. In thirteen cases
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a child initiated the food request. In 62.5% of the time, the adult agreed to a child’s request for a food
item. In addition to adults granting requests, 11 observations were made where parents asked their child
if they would like a food item or asking them to pick between various flavours. 70.83% of the total
negotiated selections resulted in a yes. Taking all children’s requests together (i.e., those receiving “yes”

and “no” responses), 24% were for dairy products and 20.83% for sweets.

All in all, it can be said that numerous factors within the family environment deeply influence the food
consumer behaviour of preschool children. Especially the deep interviews made clear that availability
of brands within the household, extended families influence, the income level of the family as well as
possible food allergies influence the brand choices of children and their entire family’s consumption
behaviour. The deep interviews as well as the in-store observations further reflected, that the presence
of the children during shopping visits influences both the parents as well as the children’s consumption

habits vastly, highlighting especially the influence on the selection of dairy products.

3.5 PEER INFLUENCE ON CHILD FOOD CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR

Within the deep interviews out of the fifteen respondents, only one mother claimed, that her child was
not affected by their friends or peers in any way. All other respondents mentioned mainly food and toys,
a few mentioned clothes. Besides preschool friends, parents mentioned their children being influenced
on the playground, in the grocery store by other children and extended family. In addition, multiple
respondents mentioned the fact, that when children ask for specific toys their reasoning behind it often

Is that a specific friend of theirs also owns that toy.

Sociometries were conducted in two different preschool classes in order to compare how logo
recognition is linked to friendship groups. From the 7 children with high logo recognition, all had either
three or two mutual friend relationships. The Kubu product needs to be highlighted, as four children
recalled they know the product from a commercial, four claimed to know it through a girl in the class,

indicating a relationship between the number of friendships a child has and their logo recognition.

In order to validate these results, the sociomery was conducted during the Hungarian Brand Awareness
Instrument study as well. In terms of logo recognition, this sample had no clear patterns as to the number
of mutual friendships influencing logo recognition. When looking at media consumption and logo
recognition, a few patterns do arise, such as the fact that the top three media consumers of the class all
belonged to the high logo recognition group. Looking at particular brands and links between peers
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relationships, two particular products (Dérmi and Kinder) were both mentioned in a group of friends
that all had mutual relationships. Finally when looking at the brand preference of children in comparison
to peers relationships, out of the two girls with no mutual relationships, one had by far the lowest

preference for branded products.

The interview respondents underlined, that peers have an effect on the consumer behaviour of children,
especially regarding snacks and toys. A slight gender difference was also noticed, that girls are also
influenced regarding clothes, while none of the parents of boys mentioned this. The sociomerty studies
also brought numerous interesting insights. In the first sociometry test, a link between high logo
recognition and vast mutual friendships arose, while in the second sociametry a link between low brand
preference and low mutual friendships could be witnessed. Yet, as the results are rather different, further
studies in this specific section would be necessary.

3.6 OTHER FACTORS INFLUENCING CHILDREN’S BRAND AWARENESS AND PREFERENCE

Individual factors influencing the food consumer behaviour of children besides the socialization agents
discussed in the research questions were also found to influence children. A reoccurring theme regarding
other factors influencing children’s brand preference and purchasing behaviours was the in-store
environment, especially the packaging of products within stores that target children. Several parents
recalled, that children often spontaneously ask for certain products, they never asked for before primarily
in a store setting. Packaging; from the colours, forms, shapes, accompanying toys and cartoon characters
printed on to the package itself, all these topics were brought up by more than half of the participants.
Especially the Disney’s cartoon ,,Cars* was mentioned on a dairy product by several mothers with boys,
while the Disney cartoon ,,Frozen” was mentioned of mothers with girls. The in-store observations with
the respondents also highlighted, that the placement of products within the store influenced children too.
From the requested products by the children, four could be found right on the eye level of the children,
three were below eye level, and one over eye level, while one product was placed at the cashiers desk.

The Hungarian Brand Awareness Instrument brought some insights in terms of age and gender compared
with brand awareness. The Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to examine the relationship
between brand awareness and age, there was a medium strength, positive correlation between brand
awareness and age, which was statistically significant (r(57) = .301, p = .021). Independent sample t-

tests were performed to assess any differences in the mean of gender and brand awareness, brand
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preference, brand recall and brand recognition. The t-test revealed that there were no statistically

significant differences in the means of gender and the other variables tested.

3.7 PRACTICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESULTS

Finally, based on the results, suggestions were made on how to modify and enhance policies currently
applied in Hungary aiding policymakers as well as parents. The results of the study aim to give practical
advice to decision makers regarding policies regulating the media usage of preschool aged children, as
well as the types of products, advertisements and packaging targeted at preschool aged children. In light
of the findings above, it is important for policy makers to ensure that the consumer socialization of
children takes place in correct and ethical manner. The current study also gives ethical managerial
implications to retailers and manufacturers. Sadly, current marketing practice mainly promotes low
nutrition foods and beverages. Rebalancing this food marketing landscape is key. A systematic review
on the issue highlighted, that little progress towards policy aims has been achieved in the past decade
(Cairns et al., 2013). Moreover, previous studies, focused on measuring one form of influence, while
this study aimed to gather all influential factors within the environment of children in their preschool
age. Thus, the results from this study give the first overview on food buying and consumption influencing

factors on children in Hungary.

3.7 SCIENTIFIC SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESULTS

As far as is known, this research is the first attempt to identify all the influencing factors of food
consumer behaviour in children, and introduce them in a conceptual framework, thus is vital to highlight
the new and novel results of the dissertation. The dissertation was able to systematize the models
explaining the factors affecting the consumer behaviour of children. Secondly, using the knowledge
gained through analysing past literature, a novel research model was presented that explains the
factors affecting the food consumer behaviour of children. The dissertation was further able to
develop the country specific Brand Awareness Instrument for preschool children. The Hungarian
Brand Awareness Instrument or any similar instrument have not been performed in Hungary so
far and are therefore novel scientific results on its own. This tool gives an indicator of the awareness
of major food brands of children. Additionally, the tool can be useful in experimental trials that expose

groups of children to advertising conditions, as a measure of baseline brand awareness, to explore the
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impact of episodic exposure to promotions on food-related attitudes and choice. Developing instruments
specific to each country, is important for studying the changes in our food environment, and helping to
understand the potential role that unhealthy food marketing has had in the recent rise of childhood
obesity (Turner et al, 2015). Furthermore, the sociometry to test brand awareness together with its
results is a completely novel methodological approach, that has great potential for future research
within this specific field thus. Finally, the current dissertation explored the main connections between
the various types of socialization agents and their influence on children’s food consumer behaviour
within various samples. The results indicate, that all socialization agents influence children’s food
consumption behaviour, however the extent of the influence is diverse within each type of agent. The
fact that increased media consumption influences brand awareness was no surprise, however, the
internet consumption of preschool aged children does not seem to add to this influence which is a
novelty in this specific research area too. Finally, the results suggest, that peer influence to contributes
to the increased brand awareness of children aged 3-7. As mentioned previously, this specific aspect
was highly understudied especially within preschool children. The findings contradict elder studies such
as John (1999), who argued that peers only influence children at later stages of child development

namely the analytical stage, thus this result is also a novelty within this field.

3.8 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES

Unfortunately, the current dissertation not without limitations. Firstly, the literature was not
systematically searched using a pre-defined protocol, and therefore there is no guarantee that all relevant
studies on the topic were identified. Secondly, there are a number of issues regarding the methods of
analysis in particular which must be addressed. One of the most important internal validity threats lies
within the in-depth interview itself. As the interview was semi-structured, the interviewer sometimes
phrased certain questions differently, which might have affected the answers of the participants slightly.
Reactivity is a validity threat, as one cannot avoid either influencing or being influenced when being in
such a surrounding. Bias also needs to be discussed, as it influences the validity and reliability of study
findings, while misinterpretation of data can have important consequences for practice (Smith and Noble,
2014). The possible power asymmetry between the interviewer and the interviewee can also lead to bias,
as the interview is not an open everyday conversation between equal partners. It is the role of the
researcher to make the participant feel comfortable to open up about the questions discussed. This can
especially be the case in the media usage topic, as parents often do not want to admit openly how much

media their children consume on a daily basis.
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Regarding the pilot brand awareness study and the sociomerty study it can be argued, that certain
children were excluded due to theory validity, however this is not the case. The parents were questioned
about the children’s media consumption in order to compare these with the child’s answers and to filter
out children, who for some reason choose to make up answers completely during the interviews. These
children were not excluded, because they did not suit the theory, they were excluded to keep only
accurate and true answers for further analysis. The process of selecting preschools for both the pilot
brand awareness study occurred partially through convenience sampling. As preschools were selected,
where some form of prior relationship existed with the researcher, however the main logic behind the
sampling was to build a sample that incorporates extreme or deviant cases (Horvath and Mitev, 2015)
of media consumption. Due to this, more than one preschool was sampled, however the region where
the sampling took place could have been more diverse, as this could have possibly lead to different
results. Another issue with the sociometries but also the brand awareness tests were, that the logos tested
on the children differed in the two tests, this was mainly for the reason that the second study also looked
into online consumption, thus, it made sense to test for logos that can be found in online advertisements
too. However using the same set of logos would have made possible comparisons between the two

samples a lot more logical.

The same can be said about the preschool sample for the brand awareness study. As mentioned, due to
the current COVID-19 pandemic, it became merely impossible to conduct the study while being
physically present. Due to this, the decision was made to select a preschool, where all parents of a given
class would be willing to fill out the questionnaire online. It was crucial to receive answers from the
entire class in order conduct the sociometry analysis later on. Due to this, the preschool was selected
through convenience sampling and all parents received detailed instructions on how to fill out the
questionnaire together with their children online. The selection of brands for the Brand Awareness
Instrument also raises concern, as there is no definitive list of brands heavily marketed to children in the
Hungarian context. Due to the nature of the online questionnaire, the data relies on the self-reporting of
parents about their children’s media usage, this could be potentially inaccurate at times. Due to smaller

sample size the results are also limited in a statistical sense.

Based on the findings of the current dissertation, there is still room for future studies especially in the
section of peer influence. While according to my opinion, applying the sociometries in this context was
an innovative solution. Especially due to the fact, that according to my knowledge no other paper to date
has used a sociometry to compare the peer influence of food consumption on children. It has to be noted,

two sociometries were not enough, especially as the results of the two sociometries were in fact not fully
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consistent regarding the results. The sociometries of the two current classes could also be redone over
time, comparing them to previous answers. Another point that worth further research is the internet
consumption of children and the influence of this on brand preference and brand awareness. Nearly all
studies conducted within the dissertation found no relationship between internet consumption quantity
and the level of brand awareness and brand preference. However, as the recent trends are shifting towards
an increased internet consumption in preschool children, it would definitely be important to monitor and

study this phenomenon over time.
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