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      Chapter 1


      Scandinavian Early Childhood and Consumer Culture


      Introduction


      During the 20thcentury consumer culture came to play a dominant and defining role in Western societies. Scandinavian Early Childhood and Consumer Culture provides some insights into how, in the Scandinavian countries in general, and in Norway in particular, childhood has been imagined and children have acted as consumers in the light of a flourishing modern consumer society. In recent decades, the consumption of commercial goods has become an increasingly dominant aspect of children’s experiences. The range of products available on the market has increased significantly, and children have become one of the most heavily targeted groups of consumers.


      Commercial marketing directed towards children is by no means a new phenomenon. In the United States children have been a key focus of interest at least since the beginning of modern mass marketing (e.g.Cook 2004, Cohen 2003, Cross 2004, Jacobson 2004). By contrast, in Norway and other Scandinavian countries such development has taken longer and assumed a different form. In addition, in the case of Norway and Sweden consumption has been more strongly framed by state restrictions introduced to protect consumers and reduce levels of consumption. Consumer culture may also be connected to a form of ‘Nordic child-centredness’ aimed at protecting children and ensuring their welfare. Hence, the regulation and notions of childhood are of particular interest to an investigation of Scandinavian early childhood and consumer culture.


      Notions of childhood


      The concepts of children and childhood have been understood in very different ways in different societies in different historical periods. In his influential book Centuries of Childhood, published in 1962, the French historian Philippe Ariès pioneered the idea that childhood is a social construction. Ariès claimed that the view of childhood as a distinct human condition began to emerge after the Middle Ages, around the 15thcentury. His thesis was that childhood did not exist as a separate state from adulthood in medieval Europe, and hence societies in the Middle Ages had no conception of childhood. Rather, children were treated as miniature adults and once the physical dependency of their infancy had ended (around the age of seven years) they were fully integrated into social and economic life, in complete contrast to, for example, contemporary Western societies. In addition, Ariès introduced a new concept, the sentimentalization of childhood, which holds that over time children acquired a progressively more vulnerable position within the family. Perspectives on childhood as a special period in life gained ground during the 17thcentury, and culminated in what Ariès saw as the ‘sentimentalization of childhood and the child-centred family in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ (Montgomery 2005:55). Ariès’s work mainly relied on analyses of European art dating from the Middle Ages. Later, Ariès was criticized for basing his arguments on limited sources, such as paintings or certain religious symbols, and, as a consequence, possibly having ignored other sources of information on and documentation of childhood diversity.


      Even though Ariès has been criticized at length, his postulations have shaped ideas about children and childhood and have advanced the theory that notions of childhood are not universally constructed but change over time. What Ariès did was to place children into a larger set of historically meaningful patterns of culture and society.


      Similarly, representations of children as consumers have changed, and should therefore be understood in the light of social changes, which also include children as meaning-making beings (Buckingham 2000, Buckingham 2011). Similarly, Cook (2010:76) advocates that theory and research need to focus on children and consumer culture, integrating ‘the view of the active, knowing, engaged child when considering how children learn about and make their way through the commercial worlds they encounter’.


      The modern child consumer


      The modern child consumer has been construed in different ways, depending on different perspectives and ways of viewing children and childhood. Child consumers are increasingly exposed to the selling pressures of the marketplace, and today we have a new situation that is increasingly complex and involves multidimensional processes and factors – an inclusive consumer culture. According to Edwards (2000), the concept of consumer culture is preferable to that of consumer society, because it tends to place greater emphasis on the meaning of consumption. Furthermore, it is in line with the scholarship of Miller (1987), who recognizes consumer culture as socially and historically identifiable and distinct, and as variable and experienced in different ways. Since childhood is embedded within complex factors that shape consumer culture, a broad social and historical context is needed when studying children and childhood. The concept of childhood has different meanings in different times and places, and can also inform much of adults’ conceptions of what it means to be a child and a modern child consumer.


      ‘While at the turn of the twentieth century in the United States the battles centered on the producing child, the twenty-first century worries mostly about the consumer child’, Viviana Zelizer states (2012:449). In her influential book Pricing the Priceless Child from 1985 she focused on adults’ changing valuation of children in the United States between the 1870 and 1930’s, the emergence of what she calls the economically useless, but emotionally priceless child. Children have become objects of commerce and market expansion in unprecedented ways. They are ‘useful’ because of the role they play in augmenting the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by increasing the percentage represented by consumer culture. Again, the concepts of children and childhood have been understood in very different ways in different societies, and there are some important differences between the United States and the Nordic and Scandinavian cases, for example state restrictions introduced to protect consumers.


      In addition, modern childhood has become organized to a greater extent around peer activities, due to different activities in pre-schools and early childhood education and care institutions, compulsory schooling, out-of-school activities, and the rise of leisure-time activities and youth organizations. Marketing is taking place in settings such as Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) institutions and out-of-school activities, which is a relatively new situation, at least in Norway. Public spaces such as ECEC institutions are increasingly being used as marketing venues and are affected by commercialization. In the Scandinavian countries, it is possible to identify a new form of brand sensitivity in early childhood (G.M. Haugen, work in progress). Modern childhood and childhood diversity might have stimulated consumer culture since modern marketing tends to use elements that build on peer-to-peer marketing. Contemporary marketing uses a widening range of techniques to address children, including established approaches such as advertising, as well as new strategies such as peer-to-peer marketing.


      Accompanying the media products, today there are numerous spin-off products like toys, T-shirts, bags, computer games, and so on. Trends like globalization and media convergence have led to increased competition in the marketing of media products such as TV-series-related toys and computer games to children. In contemporary society, branding is important because often there are very few real differences between products. The creation of brand loyalty has become a key goal of contemporary marketing. Cross-promotion and marketing in several channels to reach pre-schoolers is increasingly important in order for brands to stay in the market and for further brand building (Buckingham 2011, Lindstrom & Seybold 2003, among others). By creating loyalty among children at an early age, companies seek to secure a profitable future (see Hagen & Wold 2009, Chapter8, for Scandinavian conditions). The strategy of the media seems to be important: products are adapted to several media platforms like TV, films or computer games. And products are spread rapidly on a global scale, across countries and across media product categories, based on integrated marketing and cross promotion.


      Since children increasingly are being targeted at younger ages (e.g.Linn 2004, Schor 2004), in recent years age appears to have been losing its salience as a basic organizing category, as children embrace adolescent and even adult behaviour and attitudes at ever-younger ages, and increasing numbers of adults mimic the styles and fashions of the young. And again, this situation also allows ever-younger consumers to be targeted by marketing. In addition, the commercial world seems to be omnipresent in children’s peer culture, and the boundaries between advertising and marketing are no longer clearly defined. Lastly, it is more difficult to be aware of new forms of marketing since they have become relatively more ‘hidden’. Hence, the extent of the impact of commercial forces on children, and even in pre-school children’s experiences, is still unknown. Some forms of marketing assume children can cope with the new media and the commercial world.


      Although traditional marketing techniques remain important, the use of new techniques such as the Internet and new social media raises important new questions concerning, for example, regulation and new ethical rules (see Sparrman, Sandin & Sjöberg 2012). Hence, there is a continual need for new studies to examine the wider context that the modern child consumer is part of. As is documented in Chapters3 and 4 of this book, historically advertisements have had a strong role in selling products for and to children, such as toys and clothes.


      A Scandinavian context1


      Like childhood itself, consumer culture is situated in a relatively broad social and historical context. In studying Scandinavian early childhood consumer culture we need to consider the wider context to which the modern child consumer belongs.


      In the formative two decades after World War II the social democratic parties in Norway and Sweden were in positions of power. These parties and the working classes in the two countries comprised the predominant political and party-political forces to a greater extent than in many other Western countries, which were characterized by liberalism and market philosophy (Esping-Andersen 1990). Within the framework of a liberal and constitutional democracy, the distances between the different parts of the political spectrum were not particularly great, nor did a social democratic state result in any major conflict. The important features were the aim to ensure full employment, an economic policy for a strong welfare state, and the rights of workers’ organizations. More importantly, state powers played an active, mediating role. The expansion of the state and the public sector was based on the view that it is the particular responsibility of the former to promote collective values and interests. In the main period of social democracy, the state was stronger in the Scandinavian countries than in most other western European countries. This difference was particularly great when the Scandinavian countries were compared with, for example, the USA and United Kingdom, where considerable freedom was granted. Strong collective values included equality and social justice (Sejersted 2005). Due to the Nordic legacy and tradition of egalitarianism, it was considered to be an extension of a state’s duty to provide equality of opportunity for all members of society. Among the distinguishing features of the developing Norwegian welfare state was the vision of an egalitarian society in which all citizens would enjoy equally high standards of living, due to the universal principles of the Scandinavian welfare state model.


      In the case of Norway, the state’s attitude towards consumption in the formative period after World War II should, therefore, be understood as having been formed and influenced by social democratic policy. The acquisition of consumer goods was important from the point of view of social justice. However, although extended consumption had already taken shape in the United States and other European countries in the boom years after World War I, this was not the case in Norway. The emergence of a consumer society was delayed by economic crises in the 1920s and early 1930s. After World War II, a strongly regulated market policy in Norway resulted in modest levels of consumption compared to other Nordic or European countries (Lange 1998). Last, but not least, consumption by children and young people was not on the agenda at the time, as they were not considered to be real consumers.


      Regulation


      In the post-war era Norway, as a developing strong Nordic welfare state, established regulations for consumption and also rationed it. Historically, children living in Norway have been given special protection as a vulnerable consumer group. This tradition has also included state regulations, especially in the formative social democratic period in the two decades after the end of World War II. It was a profoundly important development that state regulations clearly became more visible, because aspects of the social democratic legacy had far-reaching effects. In the case of Norway, consumer culture has been framed by welfare state restrictions that were introduced to protect consumers and reduce consumption, and by other actions taken by the state, such as the foundation of the National Institute for Consumer Research (1946) and the Consumer Council of Norway (1953), the entry into force of the Marketing Control Act of 1972, and the establishment of a Consumer Ombudsman (1972). Another feature that distinguishes Norway from many other Western countries is its media history and related levels of regulation (Tingstad 2009). Compared to the United States and United Kingdom the introduction of commercial television channels in Norway in the early 1980s was relatively late.


      However, today national and international commercial forces and models are playing an increasingly important role in the provision of public goods and services such as broadcasting. Nevertheless, in Norway children are still given special protection as consumers, due to their ‘impressionability, lack of experience and natural naiveté’.2


      Protecting children from exploitation by the media and marketing seems to be an increasingly difficult task. One question concerns how to protect children from what is regarded as harmful. Currently, we are facing a new situation in which regulation is becoming more complex and diffuse. Establishing effective regulation is difficult in a context of rapid technological change and in a globalized market system in which national governments may have less power and control. The role of the Internet and new social media has increased dramatically since the mid-1990s. A part of the new situation is that the market forces are strong and new media techniques and marketing concepts are developing rapidly. New marketing techniques, such as peer-to-peer marketing, are not yet fully covered by the existing regulatory regime.


      One might even ask whether they can be regulated at all. Regulation is becoming increasingly difficult in a context of rapid technological change and a globalized market system, and national regulations seem to be difficult to obtain (Rethinking the Child Consumer: Policy Symposium 2010). Moreover, Norway has a long tradition of film censorship and regulation aimed at protecting young people. State censorship of films was established as early as 1913. Today, film censorship is carried out by Mediatilsynet, which was established in 2005 and regulates children’s access to films at cinemas through age-related certification. However, some problems are foreseen in this area due to new ways of addressing children through Internet access (at sites such as YouTube, which lack any state control or any form of censorship).


      Co-regulation and self-regulation could be an option as a supplement to state regulation. However, since media are global, any governing policy should also be global. This situation points to the need to consider different models of regulation in the complex landscape of regulation and consumption.


      One important question remains, however: How can children learn to deal with the commercial world in ECEC institutions and schools, and during out-of-school activities? There certainly is a need to promote knowledge about the commercial world and to inform children and adults of how modern marketing operates. Yet children also seem to be at the forefront of such developments. It can even be argued that they are the avant-garde of consumption because often they are the ‘early adopters’ of new products. As such, they are particularly targeted by newer forms of marketing practices.


      In this new situation, it may be necessary to educate both parents and teachers. In pre-school teacher training, one option could be to inform students and invite them to reflect on modern consumer culture and children as modern consumers, which is a new trait in the structure of childhood. One might also regard education not as an alternative to regulation, but rather as a complement to it, insofar as this is possible.


      Hence, regulation and education might be seen as complementary responses to children’s engagement in the commercial world. Moreover, it may be concluded that an educational perspective is important because ECEC settings have a unique opportunity to reach and inform almost all children and their parents.


      Construction of the child consumer: dichotomies and marginalization


      In contemporary society, the debate about children and consumer culture is very often polarized. On the one hand, we view children as competent and empowered consumers, while on the other hand we view them as innocent, naïve, and vulnerable (Buckingham & Tingstad 2010:1–14). Correspondingly, there may be a risk of overprotecting children, yet also celebrating their abilities as ‘competent consumers’ (ibid.).


      Those responsible for marketing tend to define children as active, competent and powerful, and regard them as having a much more productive role as consumers than in the past (Cook 2005, Cook 2008, Buckingham 2007, Buckingham 2011). Accordingly, pre-schoolers have become deeply involved in consuming culture, and today the notion of the child consumer reflects a paradoxical understanding of children as competent, independent, and active agents, and simultaneously vulnerable dependents that need protection against the market and the pressure to make purchases (Haugen, work in progress). Some scholars, such as Steven Klein (1993), have criticized the new commercial world’s impact on children. According to Buckingham & Tingstad (2010), one of the most readily apparent problems with this latter perspective is that it is always other people’s consumption that is regarded as problematic. In referring to Seiter (1993), they claim that the argument is informed by a kind of elitism, whereby largely white, male, middle-class critics stigmatize the consumption practices of others, especially women, the working classes, and more recently children. Thus, it is important to perceive children not just as victims of a consumer culture but also as actors that enter into different contextual relations, where meaning is created.


      In this regard, and perhaps not unexpectedly, the consumer sphere is also a medium for social inequality. Especially parents with low incomes experience dilemmas or a sense of vulnerability in relation to priorities when children’s needs and desires cannot be met. A growing number of parents with low incomes do not have sufficient money to enable their children to participate in the same activities as their peers. Children’s relationship with marketing and the commercial world may lead to social exclusion for some groups of children.


      Hence, more knowledge is needed about how children of different backgrounds deal with the commercial world, especially since diversity among children is increasing. Elisabeth Chin (2001), Barry Thorn (2008) and Allison Pugh (2009) offer insightful, detailed descriptions and analyses of how gender, age, class, and race and/or ethnicity are interrelated categories and demonstrate how a variety of children experience goods and social relations. Children often engage in what Allison Pugh calls children’s ‘economic of dignity’: they barter, swap, sell, and borrow consumer goods from each other as they negotiate relations of friendship, power and care. In drawing boundaries between cliques via consumer goods, children create what we can call ‘circuits of commerce’: economic arrangements where participants manage distinctive transactions with special meanings and often particularized exchange media (here: Zelizer 2012:454).


      ‘Nordic child-centredness’ and ‘nature’ as a strong cultural value


      One of the objectives of the following chapters is to provide more insight into childhood in Scandinavian countries through historical and empirical studies. In this regard, the importance of ‘nature’ as a cultural value is a significant element. This also applies to the emphasis on welfare provisions for children, including measures designed to protect children.


      First and foremost, ‘nature’ is a recurrent theme in many advertisements, appealing to consumers by addressing an important value in Norwegian society: ‘nature’ is part of a ‘good’ and ‘healthy’ childhood. Advertised products claim to facilitate the experience of nature, independence, and autonomy, as well as the cultural value of a ‘robust child subject’, able to cope in the natural environment.


      Importantly, the protection of children’s rights within a Nordic perspective of ‘child-centredness’ seems to be central to the Nordic cultural understanding of childhood. The Scandinavian countries have in many ways been regarded as leaders in the field as far as children’s services, interests, and rights are concerned (e.g.Einarsdottir & Wagner 2006, James & James 2008: Introduction). This is reflected in the high level of political commitment to establishing and supporting welfare services for children, combined with a general concern for children’s health and well-being, and, importantly, a long history of laws protecting children (Therborn 1993). The child-oriented legislation enacted in the decades following World War II was a manifestation of an active welfare state with focus on public measures for children, who were seen to have a right to be protected (Lindenmeyer & Sandin 2008, see also Korsvold 2011). The Nordic countries developed a social welfare state in accordance with their respective central governments’ control of public schools and national child welfare policies. Historically, children’s citizenship, as defined under the modern childhood ideal, became a national norm, but not necessarily an individual right. Children’s citizenship rested on their responsibility to fulfil the needs of the nation in which they lived, and not necessarily on the nation’s responsibility to meet the needs of the individual child (Lindenmeyer & Sandin 2008).


      The book’s content


      This book contains four chapters. Chapter2, titled ‘Scandinavian Childhood and Children’s Consumptions of Cultural Products: The Narratives of Adult Actors Looking Back’, analyses how actors make sense of the events they have experienced in the past. By analysing narratives it is possible to gain a fuller understanding of how history is shaped by actors’ experiences and structures, such as family, environment, child institutions, and cultural, economic, and political factors, which in combination shape the consuming culture.


      The chapter is based on a detailed case study of four adults’ reflections on commodities in their own childhoods in the 1950s and 1960s. While previous historical research on children’s consumerism has mostly focused on how advertisers exploit children’s gullibility and shape them into obedient consumers, researchers today prefer to shift from this model of consumer passivity and instead include children as actors in their own right. This perspective sees children as active in the construction of their own worlds, including the worlds of those around them and in wider society. Therefore, new research and methodological approaches addressing childhood studies tend to see children as persons who can speak in their ‘own right’ and bring valid views and experiences to enrich the research field of consumerism. From this point of view it is argued that we need to change our focus from what children ‘are’ or ‘ought to be’ consuming and instead look at how children are ‘doing consumerism’. In the case study presented in this chapter, this implied listening to adults’ accounts of their experiences of cultural products in their childhood, specifically in the 1950s and 1960s in Norway.


      Chapter3, ‘Proper Toys for Proper Children’, is another detailed historical case study. 3 This study documents that the toys marketed appear to be very educational and appeal to particular notions of ‘good parenting’: they do not include any war games or ‘sexualized’ toys. However, the company in this particular study has found that the process of selecting toys has become more complicated over time, as contemporary toy manufacturers and marketers seek to define childhood as a time for children’s exploration of play and fun. The company ‘Riktige Leker’ builds on a tradition that defines play as progress, and on an old adult hegemony that claims to know children’s ‘own good’, but it has also had to adjust to market forces, not least by presenting itself as a niche company, appealing to adult nostalgia. In addition, the ‘analyses focus on how the distinction between “proper” and “improper” toys is defined and sustained, and how it has changed over time, and interprets this in terms of broader shifts in social values in the ideologies and practices that characterise contemporary parenting’ (in Buckingham & Tingstad 2010:7). This chapter illustrates how play with the ‘right’ kinds of toys in the ‘right’ kinds of settings promises to strengthen children’s allegiance to middle-class consumer ideals.


      Chapter4, titled ‘Revisiting Constructions of Children and Youths in Marketing Advertisements’, moves on to explore how children and young people are portrayed in the professional marketing of a clothing company, and the changing ways in which marketing in general has been segmented.4 By analysing examples of marketing appeal relating to a traditional Norwegian company and examining how children and young people are represented and addressed in the company’s advertising and marketing, we aim to provide more insights into how childhood, culture, and advertisements are interwoven phenomena. The advertisers seek to appeal to common ideas about children in contemporary society, which can be seen as historical, cultural representations. A sample of 100 advertisements was analysed in order to explore the ways in which some key images or symbolic markers of children create meaning in the company’s advertisements, and to provide important glimpses into changing representations of children and childhood.


      The aim of the final chapter, chapter5 (co-authored with Onno Husen), ‘Functionality or Aesthetics? Pre-school Children, Parents, and Products for Children: A Case Study of Advertisements’ is to contribute to existing knowledge of how a childhood is constructed, by drawing on an empirical study of advertisements in a particular Norwegian magazine. The advertisements for children’s products often make connections to a society’s central cultural values, and they also produce cultural interpretations of children and childhood. In addition, we draw a comparison with Malene Gram’s analysis of advertisements for products for children published in French, Dutch, and German women’s and family magazines. Our investigation is based on 537 advertisements in the Norwegian family magazine Foreldre og Barn. The methodology consists of quantitative and qualitative analyses, and is similar in its approach and methodology to Gram’s work of the same period. The following two questions are asked: What are the differences in product categories found in Foreldre og Barn compared to other European magazines? How is the pre-school child constructed in the advertisements in the magazine? A comparison of the results of our study and Gram’s study reveal the following differences in product categories: in the Norwegian magazine, the largest categories are clothes, shoes, and furniture, whereas in the French and German magazines food and toys are the largest categories. In addition, our study shows that Norway has different cultural notions of what constitutes a ‘good childhood’ compared to the countries studied by Gram.


      Conclusion


      Although consumption, marketing, and advertising play a key role in the shaping of individual identities, it should be emphasized that the historical and empirical studies presented in this book report that the specific forms of consumer culture and notions of childhood are embedded in differing contexts; in this case, the focus is on a Scandinavian context. Looking back at how children and their families have been addressed in marketing can be one way to gain further insights into the complex landscape of children, childhood, and consumer culture.
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