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Abstract

This paper explores children’s consumption of fashion, arguing it to be an increasingly socially and culturally significant phenomenon. Key issues include: the expansion of the childrenswear market and the corresponding roles of children as consumers of it; the ways in which children use clothing in the construction and embodied expression of their identities, and; how fashion consumption relates to power dynamics and generational boundaries between adults (specifically parents) and children. Further to this, this paper also seeks to redress what the authors feel is missing in the literature on children's consumption so far -- namely children's own voices, experiences and meanings, considered as giving equally valuable insights to social scientists as those of their parents and other significant adults. The paper draws on research from focus groups with parents and ethnographic work with children (aged 6 -11) which forms part of the study entitled 'New Consumers? Children, Fashion and Consumption' funded under the ESRC/AHRB Cultures of Consumption research programme. 
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New Consumers? The Social and Cultural Significance of Children's Fashion Consumption

Sharon Boden, Christopher Pole, Jane Pilcher and Tim Edwards

Department of Sociology, University of Leicester.

Whilst the 'sociology of childhood' and the 'sociology of consumption' have developed and expanded (to varying extents) as distinct subfields of social scientific inquiry, there is still a shortage of sociological literature in Britain devoted entirely to exploring children as consumers, or as active members of distinct consumer subcultures. With a view to creating greater dialogue between the 'sociology of childhood' and the 'sociology of consumption’, then, it becomes necessary to begin to identify and develop the various sociological issues which are raised from an examination of child consumers. Further to this, this paper also seeks to redress what we feel is missing in the literature on children's consumption so far -- namely children's own voices, experiences and meanings, considered as giving equally valuable insights to social scientists as those of their parents and other significant adults. The paper draws on research conducted for the study entitled 'New Consumers? Children, Fashion and Consumption' funded under the ESRC/AHRB Cultures of Consumption research programme. 

We begin by discussing some of the ways children's consumption is becoming increasingly socially and culturally significant. First is the sheer expansion of the children's market and their corresponding roles as consumers. Any oversight by certain sections of the academic community as to the importance of children's consumption is not one shared by the commercial sector. In the field of business and marketing studies the consumption of children’s clothing, for example, has long been an area of interest, particularly in terms of the decision-making process between parents and children in clothing purchases (Darian 1998; Gregan-Paxton and John 1997; Palan and Wilkes 1997). So too, industry research such as that undertaken by Mintel Marketing Intelligence (2003), also recognises children as a key consumer sector, worthy of its own annual reports (for example, on childrenswear and toys). Mintel confirm that the market of childrenswear is growing strongly (by 5% in 2002 compared with 2001) and that retail competition is very intense with both designer labels (e.g. Quicksilver, DKNY, and Burberry) and everyday-low-price retailers (e.g. Matalan, Asda and Tesco) proving to be huge growth sectors. In fact with regards to childrenswear overall, (including outerwear, underwear, footwear and accessories) commercial data from Next PLC, a leading children's clothing retailer, reveals a total spend of £4.3 billion in 2002 (Next Market Research Presentation). To add to the points already made, media interest in children and consumption has also recently increased, perhaps most notably in the area of fashion and the rise of the so-called ‘tweenager’ (Quinion 2001). Evidence confirming the importance of children as consumers also exists beyond clothing consumption. For instance, as Consumer Goods UK 1999 states, 11-16 year old females are the 2nd heaviest users of colour cosmetics, or, as statistics on the Vegetarian Society’s website show, roughly 10% of children and young people currently identify themselves as Vegetarian and consequently consume appropriate foodstuffs
. Therefore, given the size of the children's market and its growing economic significance, it is surprising that there is little sociological attention paid to it.

Other literature points to the broader significance of children's consumption arguing that children are becoming a 'target group' of active, purposeful consumers in themselves and also as consumers who are likely to influence others (that is, having more 'voting power' regarding consumption decisions within the family/household – ‘pester power’ or the ‘nag factor’ in other words). These changing roles of children could be seen as an example of children's own agency realised through the commercial sphere - an agency, we must bear in mind, that is supported and promoted by the desire and need of capital to seek out new markets. McNeal (1992), in this respect, usefully summarises why child consumers are an important sector of the commercial marketplace. They are, he argues: a primary market in their own right; an influential market given their influence on parental household purchases; a market for the future of all nations; a particular demographic segment; a specific life-style segment according to the same criteria as their parents; and a benefit segment such as educational benefits.

A second issue raised by children’s consumption is the part material goods can play in identity construction – a core interest of other writers who assume adult consumers by default. Giddens (1991, p. 100), for instance, argues that the increasingly significant relationship between consumption and individuality, the ‘project of the self’, is an example of the reflexive attention paid to the body in conditions of high or post-modernity. Consumption, in this sense, becomes a site of play, performance, spectacle and symbolic creativity. Consumers become composers of their worlds rather than mere representers – the implication being that consumption is an active, symbolic form of identity construction and can play a key role in the construction of particular ‘subcultures’ (such as youth cultures for example – see Amit-Talai and Wulff, 1995).  This focus in turn leads to broader related topics such as the conspicuous nature of consumption  and the construction of self (and the performance of self) within the family and within peer group culture, tapping into larger issues of belonging and social inclusion or exclusion (Berger and Luckmann 1967; Goffman 1969). To add to these points, the ‘new’ sociology of childhood has argued that issues of agency may be played out in respect of the consumption of fashion – an argument expanded upon shortly (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998)

These points, however, need not lead us to the conclusion that children are completely free agents, exercising free will and choice at every turn. Whilst agency is important, it is not unconstrained by structure (Giddens 1979; Pilcher and Wagg 1996; Archer 2003). To this end, the material basis of children's consumption must not be overshadowed by a one-sided emphasis on choice and the ability to consume at will. Similarly, it is worth stressing here the difference between children's needs and wants. White (1996), for instance, talks of the impact of global capitalism on perceptions of necessity to the extent that wants become needs. This process in turn then links up to issues of social inclusion and exclusion whereby children believe that they need a pair of, say, £100 Nike trainers to be part of a group - making children's identity, in some ways, a type of structured construction.   

It therefore follows that the conceptualisation of ‘fashion’ plays a key role in childhood consumption. Children are inevitably influenced by fashion marketing and what we understand as contemporary trends, particularly in relation to logo culture and the consumption of image. Accounts of what ‘fashion’ is and does and how it relates to self, whether more historical (Breward 2003; Keenen 2001) or sociological (Edwards, 2000, 1997; Entwhistle 2000; Craik, 1994) in nature, pay equal attention to the context or broader external influences that enable the production of a certain ‘look’, and the physicality of the ‘look’ itself, especially how it intertwines with social identities and relationships (Breward 2003: 63). Fashions, or dress codes, in turn bring with them a corresponding set of entitlements and expectations as to our behaviour and beliefs, further influencing our ‘freedoms’ in respective settings (Keenen 2001). As with the men’s and women’s clothing market, the clothing industry alongside popular culture are implicit in the production of fashion for children and consequently skew the choices available and how these choices are used to construct the fashioned body. Add this to the fact that brand recognition has been shown to be clearly evident in children from 7 years upwards (notably for the sportswear manufacturers – Hogg et al. 1999), the impact of fashion on children and their role as consumers should not be underestimated.

Applying the above arguments to the experience of childhood may suggest that the identities of children can also be established, to an extent, through their investments in consumer culture (inclusive of purchases such as fashion, food, leisure pursuits etc). Equally, children's consumption patterns could function as a vehicle for social commentary (about the impact of mass production on the environment, for instance) or the communication of beliefs or values (such as buying fairtrade chocolate), helping to change the very nature of popular consumer issues themselves.
The increasing participation of children in the sphere of consumption is a consequence, we could suppose, of the growing recognition of the status of children as competent social actors, alongside their increasing economic activity (Mizen, Pole, Bolton, 2001; James, Jenks and Prout, 1998). In the light of these developments, ideas inherent in 'the socialisation of the child' thesis suggesting a passive vessel receiving adult input now seem outdated, at odds with childhood studies and the stance of the child as active knower and doer. Of course, this is not to deny the various influences upon children -- of family and friends, of the structured choices offered by consumer industries, and indeed of the material base of childhood itself and family life -- but to suggest that children have greater agency and intention in this respect than previously assumed. 

The 'new social study of childhood' has indeed increased debate about children's agency in the interpretation, negotiation and use of their own bodies (Prout 2000; Russell and Tyler 2002). Bourdieu (1984) also discusses how childhood is the life course stage during which social class distinctions of 'taste' become embodied (James, Jenks and Prout 1998), whether through the ‘inheritance’ of parental consumer tastes and practices, or through parental investment in children as ‘trophies’, whereby children’s clothing may symbolise parental material capital. Whilst Bourdieu’s line of argument here may signal a slight tension with more recent challenges to the conceptualisation of children as ‘passive vessels’ (see above), it perhaps urges us to bear in mind that whilst children’s agency ought to be fully acknowledged, the parental figure remains an important resource for children as they mature.   

These points also bring into view how children may use consumption to construct and perform traditional sociological variables such as gender, class, and ethnicity. Taking gender as an example, consumption is, of course, heavily implicated in the construction of gender identity. This fact is linked to the argument that ‘gender’ (as the behaviour, roles, temperament, expectations and so on associated with the social construction of femininity and masculinity) is something separate and distinct from ‘sex’ (as biological and inherent natural difference), although such descriptions remain contentious (Butler, 1990). Consumption, that is to say, is heavily implicated in the production and exaggeration of gender identity (Costa, 1994). For some feminists, at least, the sphere of consumption exists as another site in which women are exploited and subordinated; assumed to be ‘cultural dopes’ within a consumer culture manipulated by male power (Tseelon, 1995; Wolf 1991).

Yet issues such as the commodification of bodies and the gendered dynamics of the marketplace, themselves interrelated, are not limited to adult consumers. Russell and Tyler (2002), in their study of the commercial context of feminine childhood, document how the process of becoming a woman is made increasingly complex and commodified by the contradictory nature of consumer culture. On the one hand, they argue, opportunities for girls to consume ultimately reinforced the pursuit of and conformation to an aesthetic 'ideal' feminine appearance. However, on the other hand, the boom in 'consuming girls' is tantamount to a celebration of self-expression and symbolic creativity given the expanded array of ways to 'present' bodies which are becoming adult. 

A further example of the power of commercial industries to commodify children is evident in recent research on the wedding as a consumer event (Boden 2003). Here we see how children are being brought into the traditional romantic wedding narrative without challenging its underlying ideology. This is achieved through appropriate consumption to absorb children into the fabric of the wedding experience. It is argued that the wedding industry has commodified and romanticised the child into either a bride or groom ‘in waiting’ - that is, dominant wedding fashions for girls are typically fairy or princess costumes, whilst boys can be dressed in replicas of their Father’s (or step-Fathers’s) suits. So too, commenting on the secondary wedding market in America, Ingraham (1999) discusses how toy manufacturers have produced a wide variety of wedding-related products, including Mattel’s ‘Bridal Barbies’ and Revlon’s ‘Caboodles Wedding Playset’, to encourage children to engage with the wedding narrative at an early age.

Two final related issues to bear in mind when thinking through the ways in which childhood may be changing from its penetration by various aspects of consumer culture, are the effects on the generational boundaries between children and adults and how childrens' roles as 'new consumers' impact upon family life. Children certainly draw upon a variety of discourses in making decisions about their own consuming (O'Donnell and Wardlow 2000), especially given their increasing, unmediated exposure to and familiarity with the Internet and other types of media, and may view such decision making in this context as a means of developing and establishing independence from parents and guardians. As we know, children's consumption choices have long been viewed as a strategy of resistance to adult norms and as a subversion of control within the parent-child relationship (James 1982). 

Corrigan (1989), too, in a similar vein, has written about the significance of clothing to families. He discusses the intra-familial flows of clothing, paying special attention to the distribution between mothers and daughters. In the mother-daughter relation, it is argued, there is a marked transition from the mother being a more or less exclusive source of clothes to a phase where daughters refuse clothes bought or made by the mother. This typically occurred when daughters were in their early teens, where the previous mother/daughter consensus on clothes changed dramatically to mother/daughter conflict. Again, here, the process of becoming an adult is not unaffected from the commercial opportunities available to express this part of the life course.
Having outlined some of the ways children's consumption can be argued to be increasingly socially and culturally significant, we now turn to present some of the preliminary findings of our project which will be used to illustrate the points made above. Data has been collected from focus groups with parents and from a series of home visits with 8 families, in varying locations in England, containing children aged between 6-11. However, as our fieldwork aims to capture the breadth of family dynamics which impinge upon consuming decisions, we have not discounted the opinions of siblings either younger or older than our target range. Our discussion focuses on three related research questions, 'What investments do children have in fashion and commercial culture and what motivates children to be active clothing consumers?', 'How do children participate in the construction of “must have clothes” and which clothes are deemed “cool” and “uncool”?, and 'In what ways do these issues impact upon the parental role and family power dynamics?'
Chidren's Fashion Consumption: Emerging Issues, Developing Ideas

First, the issue of why children consume. Consuming, as we have already said, can be a useful tool in creating a sense of self, or self-image, or indeed indicating membership or rejection of a particular social group or set of values. Ashia, for example, a 12 year old Muslim girl from a Midlands city, spoke about her clothes in a way that (she felt) illuminated her personality: 'Yeah, I'm a proper jacket person', she told us, 'I like shoes but I'm not a very shoey person'; so too, in a similar vein, Hattie, (again 12 years of age, from a English shire county), described herself as a 'Top Fiend'. Material culture, in this sense, can be argued to be feature of children’s expression, giving them a means to communicate a sense of who they are.  

A child’s own ‘mode of consuming’ is also relevant in this respect. With increased autonomy and independence from parents, our data suggest children find their own way through the ever-expanding mass of new and fashionable items for purchase by cultivating notions of what ‘suits’ them and what will successfully signify their self-image. Robert, for example, a seven year old boy from an English shire county recalled a recent shopping trip for what he termed a 'skater hat' and told us about why he rejected a number of hats before finding the one he decided to purchase with his own pocket money:

Robert: They didn't really look, they weren't really me, they didn't really look like, they weren't really for me. They didn't make me look like me (emphasis added).

Sharon: They didn't suit an outfit? Or was it the material? 

Robert: They didn't really…Because all people are different, yeah, and some things suit you and some things don't. It's like that. Some of them didn't really fit me and some of them didn't really…they weren't really my style. They didn't match.

Sharon: And when you'd tried this one did you know instantly that was the hat for you? 

Robert: Yes.

Whilst concern to consume in keeping with a personal suitable 'image' is evident here, a child's sense of self is also inflicted with the construction and performance of traditional social variables such as age and gender. During one of our 'wardrobe audits', in which we seek to gain first-hand impressions of the children's own clothes they like or dislike, we witnessed a clear example of a 7 year old female from a rural village 'turning against' Barbie (now a brand of clothing and accessories which has expanded from the doll) as proof of no longer being a little girl -- pushing away and rejecting a former signifier of her childhood in an attempt to 'age up' into a more teenage style:

Sharon: Anything with Disney on or Barbie? 

Megan: No, no no! Definitely not Barbie! 

Sharon: You don't like Barbie? 

Megan's Mom: No, she used to.

Sharon: Why don’t you like Barbie? 

Megan's brother (William, 9): She used to have this top with Barbie on. 

Megan: She's too little for me.

Sharon: But you used to like her. Maybe she's OK for little girls? 

Megan's Mom: Yeah I think I would say a year ago she stopped. So everything that has Barbie on Megan doesn't like.

Sharon: We've got a few sporty tops here, like these fleeces.

Megan's Mom: Yeah, that one has got 'Boston' on. That's had some wear.

Megan: Well I think that's quite sporty and this one I like.

This very same transition - from an overtly feminine and young clothing brand like Barbie to more unisex, teenage sportswear - also came to light in a focus group with parents: 'Grace would buy that stuff until she was about seven and then it was not the in-thing', said one mother from a Midlands city,  'She went on to all that sports stuff and what have you'. This change was attributed to the increasing culture of exclusion and inclusion children face in the playground as they grow up: 'Well kids get teased then', she added, 'If you've got Barbie dolls by the time you're seven or eight they take the mickey out of you. Grace hides hers now' (Daphne).
Further supporting evidence for this transition comes from our fashion industry interviews. Two buyers from a leading supermarket recognised that Barbie caters for a specific age sector of girls who then go on to reject the Barbie brand as they become increasingly exposed to other cultural influences:

Marion: I think that's when you start to get early teens. I mean obviously when you're talking about three year olds to seven year olds to sort of more junior…once they get past into sort of the secondary level of education, yes I mean, when they're below that, sort of below seven and eight, they're not looking at teen magazines. They're still influenced by Disney. They're still influenced by Princess. They're still influenced by…they've gone through a Barbie phase, they've gone through…brand scenarios, but they are influenced by music. Music hits them at a lot earlier age. And you look at most of the TV presenters that are on the Saturday morning and they're all wearing sort of very short skirts, crop tops, extreme high heels. They've got their hair and make-up done in a certain way, and they look at that and they go…

Diana: They relate to that.

So children's displays of femininity or masculinity relate to their age and the process of growing up. 'Dressing up', for girls in particular, in the Barbie range of clothing or in Disney's Princess costumes, is a highly gendered activity which is specific to a particular part of their lifecourse and is perhaps why girls go on to distance themselves from it in later years.

Of course, like that of adults, children's identity formation (whether heavily consumption reliant or not) is thoroughly relational - that is, structured to varying extents in varying contexts by the opinion and conduct of others. Children, in this respect, seemed well aware of the judgements of their own peer cultures and consumed accordingly, demonstrating that youth offers no immunity from the social pressures to 'fit in'. As three children told us:

Robert (age 7, English shire country): And, erm, if you were like going out with your mates you'd probably wear your cool stuff because you don't want your mates to say they're rubbish. 

Hayley (age 8, rural village) I just… I just kind of like it cos everyone else has got one, so I kind of get one to fit in.

Ashia (age 12, Midlands city): We've got the Kookai brand in school, kind of Kookai mania kind of thing.

A sense of fashion do’s and don’ts, then, themselves dependent on context and the unspoken clothing rules of a particular environment/culture, play an important role in the development of children’s consumer behaviour.

We can also look at children's use of language to display their knowledge of consuming issues, often providing us with an informed account of tastes and preferences. In this sense, a child's 'fashion consciousness' becomes part of their identity as they grow up. The most significant fashion trend to emerge in our study so far is that of the 'skater boy' -- an identifiable commonality running through a number of boy's project work
. Robert, in discussing his project with us, assumes an authoritative voice to inform us about what 'skater boy' style involves:

Sharon: Let's see what else we've got in here. Skater tops and skater pants. Is that what you have to do, you have to put an 8 there? I didn't know that.

Robert: Sk8, sk8.

Sharon: And you like skater gear don't you? I remember you telling me last time.

Robert: Yeah, do you know those jeans, well they are not really jeans cause they don't come down there (points to ankle), they're called three-quarter jeans because they don't really come down to the bottom they just hanging around somewhere there […] And there's another T-shirt top like the skater boy style.

However, it became clear that Robert saw the adoption of a 'skater boy' image as just that - an image which he chose to imitate on an aesthetic level rather than at a practical one: 

Sharon: Are you good on it (his skateboard)? Do you have to wear these special clothes to go skateboarding?

Robert: No you can just wear any old clothes.

Developing these points to focus more squarely on children's construction of 'must have' clothing, we can see how children equate certain shops, brands and styles of dressing with superior quality or with keeping abreast of the new fashion trends. Many children in the project were able to offer independent appraisals and critiques of the fashion marketplace, implicating the potential social dangers of purchasing poor quality, unfashionable clothing in doing so:

Ashia (age 12, Midlands city): I like Gap. I used to like New Look as well. They can have nice clothes but their clothes can be a bit tacky. I think sometimes they look at bit kind of cheap. But I have bought stuff from them because they have nice stuff sometimes. But Gap's the best but sometimes it can be quite expensive 

Joseph (age 14, Midlands city): All the other Adidas, Reebok and all these other brands have their own specific style that they follow. Nike also has its own specific style that it follows but is also does all sorts of sports, football, basketball, hockey, you name it, but it still follows the same unique style and that unique style is what I like. I find that kind of style really attractive 

Analysing the ways in which children’s consumer choices are structured also requires us look at both sides of the producer-consumer relationship in order to see how industry professionals, the media, and the global dynamics of consumer cultures entwine. For example, if children (or, indeed, their parents) appear to be placing high levels of value in the so-called ‘Logo Culture' as a reflection of their individual style or uniqueness, how does this square with the homogensing influences of a rapidly globalising marketplace (Crewe and Goodrum, 2000) which seeks to ensure brand loyalty from an early age (Hogg et al, 1999)? The interrelationship of pull (demand) and push (supply) factors or strategies as part of the overall interconnectedness or "loop" in the production and consumption of children's goods must therefore not go unmentioned.

Nevertheless, the evidence presented so far suggests that children do have the active and independent capacity to articulate and buy into a particular 'consumer' lifestyle -- however 'false' and exploited their needs may be from a more manipulationist model of consumption. In fact the whole question of who is being manipulated within the childrenswear marketplace leads us now to discuss how children’s roles as consumers may change the relationships they have with their parents.

Parents and Children: Changes, Contradictions and Concerns 

In recent months, much has been written in the media has about the phenomenon of ‘pester power’ and, at an emotional level, the ensuing guilt and anxiety parents may feel when faced with an onslaught of ‘wants’ by their children, and/or, at an economic level, the extensive budgeting and financial organisation required to meet the costs of extra consumption. ‘The Nag Factor’ or ‘The Art of Fine Whining’ was found to be a tactic of one eight-year-old girl (from a rural village) on the project, especially in ‘desperate’ circumstances: 

Hayley: If there's something in the window I like… "Oh Mummy, Mummy, can we get it please?" 

Chris: And what does Mum say? 

Hayley: Sometimes.

Chris: Sometimes yes, sometimes no? 

Hayley: Yes. Most of the time "no", unless I nag and nag and nag and nag.

Chris: Until Mum weakens? 

Hayley: Yes. 

Chris: So do you nag for clothes then? 

Hayley: Yes. [….] Well sometimes I do. I have desperate nagging occasions where I've got to nag.

Chris: Desperate? Why, what makes a desperate nagging occasion? 

Hayley: Cos I'm desperate to get the thing.

Whilst 'manipulation' may prove too strong a term to describe Hayley's nagging strategy or her mother's consequent response to these influence attempts, it is more than reasonable to argue that children do actively shape attitudes to consuming within the household and, in doing so, affect power relations between themselves, their siblings and their parents. This leads us to the issue of whether there is any changing sense of agency and independence in children's consumer behaviour as they mature. It has previously been assumed that younger children (under 11's) are more likely to simply 'ask' for things (Isla et al, 1987) whilst their adolescent counterparts employ a selection of influence strategies to 'get their own way' when it comes to requesting purchases from parents (Palan and Wilkes, 1997). Yet, despite older children in our sample being more capable of articulating more fluent narratives detailing their own agency and independence as new consumers (as we would expect), children across all the age range use their clothing consumption as a negotiating tool with parental figures and to demonstrate a growing autonomy from them. This finding supports Cook’s (2000) argument that, from toddling years onwards, the agency of a child as a consumer with commercial ‘needs’ becomes all too evident to the market and parents alike.

In the extracts which follow, we can see an inversion of the traditional power dynamics between child and parent with regards to what clothes children considered inappropriate and unsuitable for their parents and how they, qua new consumers, attempted to initiate parent modernisation:

Janet (Hayley's Mom): You try to advise me a bit don't you? 

Hayley (aged 8): Well once I tried to do her make-up and it kind of went a bit wrong because I've got this new make-up thing like and then I've got this thing that makes you face look tanned.

Chris: Tanned? 

Hayley: Yeah. And I put too much on her and she ended up looking like a Red Indian! 

Laughter

Janet: You thought you could improve me didn't you? 

Hayley: It didn't go too well.

Similarly, Robert and his mother tried to extend the fashion consciousness they shared and enjoyed together to the rest of the family:

Kate (Robert's Mom) We are trying to get Daddy trendy aren't we?

Robert (aged 7): Yeah because now I've got into skater things he's sort of getting spikey hair and he's got sort of these skater trousers.

Sharon: Oh he's trying to look trendy aswell? 

Kate: We bought Daddy some skater jeans didn't we? 

Robert: Yeah.

Parents seemed acutely aware of the encroachment of consumer cultures into the parent/child relationship, and had concerns accordingly. The biggest of these was identified by parents participating in a focus group as 'peer pressure' - not exclusively upon their children but equally upon them to please their children and to 'present' their children in an appropriate manner:

Kate: Do any of you get the peer pressure? I mean, I don't know, you feel there is a peer pressure that your children…like you said you want your children to have it… and you are really proud of seeing your children turned out spot on… is the pressure not on you to think 'why shouldn't my child have whatever' and you get it for them? Does that make sense? Instead of thinking 'Oh I can't afford it anyway, so they'll just have to make do'? 

Mary: Well I don't know whether you are like us but if they want something that much, like you say you feel pressured into buying it you'll think 'Well I'll go without so and so an I'll get them that'.

Julie: Because we're blaming the industry but we're as much to blame as well.

Kate: Well I'm saying yes, the peer pressure on us.

As mentioned above, this 'peer pressure' was so effective in persuading parents to consume as directed by their children not simply to make their children happy or to avoid conflict, but because it tapped into broader issues concerning how children symbolise parental material capital (Bourdieu 1984) or how parents can 'live through' their children and 'make up' for emotional and/or economic limitations they may have perceived in their own childhoods. For instance, one mother told us that she thought 90% of the time parents consume 'because you are what your children are'. So too, a father explained, 'The reason I give so much to my children is because I never got it when I was a child you see. […] I'm in a position when I can give something back now and that's the reason why'. 

Because of the perceived penetration of childhood by cultures of consumption, parents felt a duty to educate their children about consuming responsibly - in other words, to teach them the value of money and to try to instill in their children some sense of perspective or 'common sense' amidst a commercial culture of abundance, choice and instant gratification. Here we can see several examples of consumer culture being portrayed almost as a kind of childhood disease - a dangerous contagion waiting to take hold of children's minds and bodies: 'However much you try not to introduce it at home, it's there and it's bigger than it's ever been' (Kate), one mother told us. Another agreed with her adding 'I think once one of your children's got it, you pass it down and it gets earlier and earlier' (Mary). If precautionary measures proved ineffective and children were thought to be in imminent danger of succumbing to the temptations of the marketplace, parental authority often came to the fore, overruling any consuming freedoms previously endowed upon children and demonstrating the capacity of parents to have different responses in different circumstances: 

Kate: I think you have to be parents to a certain extent. They have to have some things that are sorted but I have to say to them you can't have everything and that introduces the value of money to them. We had a small incident in the playground with Liam (aged 5) because his football boots weren't cool. Now they cost me about twenty-five quid. They were Clark's football boots they weren't Adidas because they fit him and he can wear them so I just knocked it on the head, I just said to him like […] you have to sort of say to them, you have to teach your child to go back and say 'well there's nothing wrong with my football boots, they fit me', instead of just giving in and buying, you introduce the value of things.

Parent's were similarly self-reflexive about their personal consuming habits and, whether profiling themselves as liking nice clothes and placing some value in designer wear (Kate, English shire town) or having an eye for really old fashioned things (Janet, rural village), felt that they should keep their own consumption 'in check' in order not to negatively influence that of their children.

However, despite the 'duty' felt by parents to set an example to their children of being a responsible, educated consumer and not pandering to their every request, parents in this focus group nevertheless went on to label themselves as 'gullible' and as making little real attempt to challenge the temptations and manipulations of commercial culture. Leading on from this, parents spoke of being complicit in the cycle of pull (demand) and push (supply) factors, simultaneously seeing their behaviour as being both influenced by and in turn influencing and reaffirming the successful psychology of the marketplace:

Tony: The thing is that us gullible parents keep buying the stuff and as long as we keep buying they'll market it.

Mary: We buy it so our kids aren't pushed out.

Tony: Exactly, they know that and that's why they market it in that way.

This broader issue of parental versus corporate influence, with regards to the ownership and control of childrens’ minds and actions, alongside rivalling social influences such as the mass media and the Internet which may be challenging the family as the primary agent of socialization needs also to be borne in mind in present and future research agendas. These types of concerns, tantamount to the corporate seduction of children, are not new however, and can be traced back to Ewen’s (1976) classic critique of the homogenizing powers of mass culture which argues that the ideological control superimposed by the advertising industry is a disturbing example of the extension of bureaucratic, corporate surveillance over individual creative autonomy (see also Marcuse 1964, Packard 1957, Adorno and Horkheimer, 1977).

The magnitude of these (potential) problems, recognised, as we have seen, in the focus groups conducted in our research, has already been seized upon most publicly by a number of American interest groups who feel mass consumerism to be at odds with traditional ‘family values’ or indeed the imaginative creativity of children. The Center for a New American Dream (2004), for example, places the onus on parents to curtail the encroachment of commercialization into family life. ‘Parents who resist consumerism for themselves’, they state, ‘are the ones who teach their children to resist it’. They go on to offer practical ways of achieving this: 'remove the logos from clothes, theirs and yours; talk with kids about why you're doing this; suggest to kids to design their own, personal logos; teach children to be doers and creators rather than shoppers and buyers; parents who resist consumerism for themselves are the ones who teach their children to resist it and; supply them with chalk, old cardboard boxes and other makings of creative play'.

So, in summary, our objective in this paper has been to discuss some of the various sociological issues which are raised from an examination of child consumers. To the extent that our preliminary findings have underlined the importance of children and childhood for the sociology of consumption, raising some new questions and developing existing research agendas along the way, then it will indeed have served its purpose. In particular, we have seen how children become active participants in the construction of ‘must have’ clothing, forming opinion and talking about such clothes to give a sense of who they are now or who they want to be. Consumption of clothing seems to act as a tool for children in defining a sense of individual or group identity. This led us to examine how children put clothes to use in interpersonal situations to avoid exclusion of a particular group culture or to enable inclusion. Social pressures to conform to an appropriate masculine or feminine appearance are active in informing decisions and making purchases. We have in turn seen how the construction and performance of gender identity is related to age in the sense that children's consumption of clothing echoes the phases of childhood development.

Moreover, children’s increasing engagement with consumer culture can be argued to be changing the relationships they have with their parents and family life itself. Children inherently demonstrate a growing autonomy from their parents in terms of the products they chose and their methods of choosing. We have also seen examples of children assuming an authority to modernise parent’s tastes and the behaviour of parents being compromised by a peer pressure on them to consume as urged by their children. Children’s consumption of fashion then, in these respects and in others, is part and parcel of the contemporary commercial construction and cultivation of lifestyles, expressed in and through the body as the bearer of symbolic value and social communication. 
Notes

i. In project 1 the children were asked to write, draw and cut out pictures of their favourite clothes, styles, and images. A later project asked about their clothing dislikes.

ii. See the Children/Young People information sheet on the UK Vegetarian Society's website for a range of studies - http://www.vegsoc.org/info/statveg-youth.html
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