

[image: cover]




What KiDS Buy and Why

The PSYCHOLOGY of MARKETING to KIDS

[image: Image]


What KiDS Buy and Why


The PSYCHOLOGY of MARKETING to KIDS

DAN S. ACUFF PH.D
with ROBERT H. REIHER, PH.D

THE FREE PRESS
NEW YORK   LONDON   TORONTO    SYDNEY   SINGAPORE
SIMON & SCHUSTER
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, New York 10020

Atheneum Books for Young Readers
An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 1997 by Daniel S. Acuff

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

First Simon & Schuster paperback edition 1999

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are trademarks of Simon & SchusterInc.

Designed by Michael Mendelsohn of MM Design 2000,Inc.

Manufactured in the United States of America

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

The Library of Congress has catalogued this edition as follows: Acuff, Dan S., 1942-

What kids buy and why / Dan S. Acuff with Robert H. Reiher.

p.  cm.

1.  Child consumers.  2. New products.  3. Child development. 4. Cognition in children.  I. Reiher, Robert H.  II. Title.

HF5415.32.A25  1997

658.8′34′083—dc21   97-33491

CIP

ISBN: 0-684-83448-0

eISBN-13: 978-1-4391-3633-1

ISBN-13: 978-0-6848-7117-2

0-684-87117-3 (pbk)



To the preciousness and sacredness of the hearts and minds of children everywhere. May we always strive to earn their trust.




Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1: A Winning Formula

Chapter 2: Kid Empowerment

Chapter 3: The YMS Guide to Successful Product and Program Development

Chapter 4: Birth Through Age 2: The Dependency/Exploratory Stage

Chapter 5: Ages 3 Through 7: The Emerging-Autonomy Stage

Chapter 6: Ages 8 Through 12: The Rule/Role Stage

Chapter 7: Ages 13 Through 15: Early Adolescence

Chapter 8: Ages 16 Through 19: Late Adolescence

Chapter 9: Gender Differences: Barbie® Meets Godzilla®

Chapter 10: Kids and Characters

Chapter 11: Successful Marketing to Kids

Chapter 12: In Conclusion

Notes

Index


INTRODUCTION


Since 1989 the birth rate of children in the United States alone has jumped from approximately 3.5 million a year to over 4 million, maintaining a “baby-boom” pace into the mid 1990s. This, along with a variety of sociocultural changes, translates to direct-purchase and purchase-influence “kid power” that exceeds $200 billion a year.

This kid-buying power is increasing. With societal changes such as those brought on by the substantial shift from mothers working at home to mothers working outside the home, and the increase in single-parent families, children have had to take on more responsibility. This includes much more direct-purchasing activity for themselves and their families as well as substantially more influence when it comes to which restaurants and fast-food outlets to frequent, which pizza to order, which groceries and home necessities to buy, which computer systems, which brands of clothing—even which type of automobile to buy for the family.

Kids have never before wielded the purchase power that they wield today. Dr. James McNeal, in his bookKids as Customers, has even coined the termfiliarchy to describe the burgeoning potency of today’s young people in the marketplace.1

With so much direct purchase power at stake it is critical to understand just who these kids are. In recent years a variety of entities have entered the scene with the intent of educating corporate America and other interested individuals about “kids”—about what’s motivating them, their preferences, their differences by gender and age, the latest kid and youth trends. Whereas a few years ago there were no conferences on product development on marketing to kids, now there are a variety of these conferences each year attended by hundreds and organized and presented by groups including the International Quality and Productivity Center,2 the Institute for International Research,3 and theMarketing to Kids Report.4 There are also two periodicals which cover kids as consumers and effective approaches to marketing to them: theMarketing to Kids Report just cited, andSelling to Kids.5

People targeting kids are thirsty for more knowledge about today’s young people. What are the success stories in marketing to kids and their parents? Why have many kid-targeted products and programs failed? Most important, what are the inner workings of today’s kids as to their preferences, their tastes, their purchasing behavior? Essential insights into these inner workings—the psychological underpinnings of kids and their motivations, interests, and behavior—form the central focus of this book.

WKB is a guide to the successful creation, development, and marketing of products and programs targeted to today’s youth ages birth through the teen years. “Products” include virtually anything targeted for sale to kids, such as toys, games, sporting goods, foods, software, publications, clothing, and such personal hygiene items as shampoo or toothpaste. “Programs” include such entertainment programming as feature films, TV animation, and electronic games, and such “edutainment” as educational software. In Chapter 1, we look at what it takes to be a winner among the proliferation of products and programs aimed at today’s youth.

Chapter 2 raises the issue of “kid empowerment.” Beyond what “wins” at the cash registers or the box office, which products and programs contribute to the positive growth and development of children, and which may actually result in a negative impact? It’s very important to get our priorities straight in terms of what’s good and bad for kids as we develop and launch kid-targeted products and programs. While this book will facilitate the successful creation, development, and marketing ofany product or program targeted to kids, our goal is to encourage and promote the development of products and programs thatempower—that is, those that advance thepositive development and growth of children and young people.

Chapter 3 presents a step-by-step guide to the successful development of kid-targeted products and programs. One by one, the important considerations and steps necessary in order to maximize one’s chances for success are detailed.

Special attention throughoutWKB is paid to age segmentation and targeting. The key differences, for example, between 3-through-7-year-olds and 8-through-12-year-olds and other “age segments” will be explored thoroughly in Chapters 4 through 8. What are the differences in children’s neurological or brain development? What is going on with each age child socially? Emotionally? Morally? How do they perceive verbal and visual information at different ages and stages of development? What types of humor appeal to young people at what ages? How must gender differences be taken into account along the product- and program-development path, as children move through these developmental stages? What are the key implications of all this information for successful product and program development and marketing?

In Chapter 9, entitled “Barbie® Meets Godzilla®,” gender differences are presented in detail along with numerous examples. In Chapter 10, “Kids and Characters,” the appeal of and effective use of cartoon-like characters and sports and entertainment personalities is examined. In Chapter 11 the arena of kid marketing is explored, including insights into effective youth-targeted naming, packaging, promotions, and advertising. Finally, Chapter 12 sums up what we have learned.

WKB is intended for a wide range of readers. Whether you are charged with new product or program creation, development, or marketing in the corporate world in America or abroad; whether you are an independent developer, an educator, or a parent, access to the information and insights provided inWKB will greatly assist you. Statistics show that in most product and program categories as many as 80 percent of new ideas outright fail, or at best fall short of meeting company expectations in the kids marketplace. While there is no insurance policy that will magically guarantee your success, whatwill make the difference in turning this statistic in your favor is an in-depth working knowledge of and insight into the inner life of the child as the consumer and user of your products and programs.
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A WINNING FORMULA


What do Barbie®, Garfield, Hi-Ho! Cherry-O, He-Man, See-N-Say, Tasmanian Devil, Cabbage Patch Kids, SpaghettiOs, Power Rangers, Animaniacs, Ghostbusters, Star Wars, Hot Wheels cars, Mario Brothers,UNO, Winnie the Pooh, Carmen Sandiego, Mickey Mouse, Spider-Man, Colorforms,LEGO,GIJoe, Home Alone, X-Men, Pound Puppies, Jurassic Park, Jim Carrey, Pop Tarts, Math Blaster, Reader Rabbit, Bugs Bunny, M&M’s candies, The Ren & Stimpy Show, Nike shoes, the Big Mac, Sonic the Hedgehog, Froot Loops, Fruit Roll-Ups, E.T., Batman, The Lion King, the Frisbee, Gak, Hercules, the Tickle Me Elmo doll, and the Little Caesar’s pizza commercials have in common?

They are winners with kids.

Many of them are megawinners. Barbie® alone consistently accounts for over $1 billion in gross annual revenues for Mattel Incorporated.

For every winner there are scores of losers and underachievers—products and programs that either outright fail or do not live up to their projected expectations in the marketplace. In some industries, the success rate of new product and program introductions is as low as 20 percent. What is it about this winning 20 percent? What do winning products and programs have in common? Is there a “winning formula” that will guarantee success?

No. As in life itself, there are no guarantees.

There is, however, an approach to product and program development and marketing that will maximize opportunity for success. If a 20 percent success rate can be elevated to a 30 percent success rate, or to 40 percent, it would have a seismic impact on a company’s bottom-line profits. What is that approach? It is a thorough and integrated approach to product and program development that has knowing the targeted consumer at the core—knowing his/her brain development, needs, motivations, and wants, and the way he/she perceives the world. We call this approach Youth Market Systems, because over the past fifteen years of consulting on winning products and programs such as Barbie, He-Man, the Cabbage Patch Kids, Winnie the Pooh, Reader Rabbit, and Chuck E. Cheese’s, we have been able tosystematize what we have learned “in the trenches” with companies targeting kids. Most central to this systematic approach is a deep and profound understanding of the underlying abilities, motivations, needs, and behaviors of the young target. Providing a deep and clear understanding of this young consumer is the core emphasis of this book. If there ever were to be a winning formula for success for the youth marketplace, it would be “Know Thy Kid!”

THE PRODUCT LEVERAGE MATRIX

Winning kid-targeted products or programs such as Trix cereal, Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?, Sonic the Hedgehog, and theUNO card game have what might be termed “leverage” with kids. Leverage essentially translates as “power”—that is, the character, product, or program not only catches the attention of the targeted child consumer but meets his needs at a substantial level. It’s critical to note that what provides this power with each product or program differs substantially. The Product Leverage Matrix illustrated below is a fundamental tool for getting at where the power is (or isn’t) within a given product or program, and is a comprehensive model for either the analysis of an existing product or program or the development of a new one. The Product Leverage Matrix, which follows, is so fundamental to successful product and program development that it is used as a working tool repeatedly throughout this book.

This Product Leverage Matrix represents an integration of and a condensation of years of research and practical application. This tool helps us see the big picture and keeps in front of us what we need to know and to ask in order tointegrate all aspects of a product or program. The variables that appear on the Product Leverage Matrix are detailed as follows:




MEDIUM/PRODUCTS: What is the medium, format, or product category? For example, is it a book, a video game, a TV show, a fast food outlet, a toy? Are we dealing with product packaging? Is our focus on a spokescharacter such as Tony the Tiger?

Examples: Star Wars is a movie, a toy line, a book series, and a license for clothing, video games, foods, and fast foods among others, whereas Frisbees are primarily toys or sports equipment.

CONCEPT: What is the core idea of the product or program?
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FIGURE 1.1: THE PRODUCT LEVERAGE MATRIX




Example: The Cabbage Patch Kids concept was extremely successful in utilizing the core idea, or concept, of adopting orphans. Pound Puppies came along a short time later and also capitalized on this powerful theme.



P.O.V.: What is the product or program’s psychological and/or philosophical orientation, orP.O.V. (point of view)? Is it conservative, for example? Antisocial? What is its message, if any? What impact might any of this have on the company’s image?

Example: The Ren & Stimpy Show and some MTV cartoons have a definitely “edgy”P.O.V., with many references to snot and boogers and other gross anatomical objects and events. A company considering using them under license would most certainly want to take this potentially controversialP.O.V. into account. Even though a relatively straightforward product such as a cheese snack targeted to kids may not appear to have aP.O.V, it does: it’s straightforward.

CONTENT: What is the Verbal or Visual content of the product or program? This is really a way of breaking out the central concept into its verbal and visual manifestations.

Examples: Sonic the Hedgehog has a visual “look” and an attitude/ style that is both cute in his cartoony-little-animal appearance and at the same time is visually displayed as having an aggressive attitude. Sonic’s appealing Visual content, therefore, has contributed greatly to his success. TheWinnie the Pooh characters—Winnie himself, Piglet, Tigger, Eeyore—all have unique voices. This Verbal-content aspect ofWinnie the Pooh has been an integral part of its success.

On a product’s package, e.g., McDonald’s Happy Meal, there is typically both Visual content, such as graphics and drawings of Ronald McDonald and his gang, and Verbal content—the words that appear there.

CONTEXT: The context is the geographical setting and time period, as well as the social ambience, i.e., what is going on in the social environment that surrounds the product or program? Also, what competitive products or programs exist? That is, what is the competing Context or environment?

Examples: The world or Context of Barbie® is that of today’s teenager and post-teenager in America. This realistic, activity/fun-and social-based context is integral to how young girls relate to her and identify with her. The Cabbage Patch Kids were born and raised in a cabbage patch. This extremely unusual and creative Context contributed greatly to their Point of Difference and set them apart from competing concepts. (Actually, the idea of the cabbage patch as a birthplace comes from European folklore—just as “the Stork” does.)

Context also refers to the time period in which the Concept takes place. It may be an Old West theme, for example, which takes place in the past, or a present-day sitcom, or aStar Wars future context. It may be also be a combination, e.g., the present/past-basedJurassic Park.

PROCESS: In essence, Process refers to the product/user interface. How does the product or program work? How does it involve the child? Is it fast or slow-paced? Does it use special effects? Music? Is it interactive? Does the consumer read it? Watch it? Play with it? In what way?

Examples: Different candies and kid-targeted foods can employ different processes. M&M’s candies are unique in their smallness and design such that they are a colorful and unique eating experience for kids. Pez candies involve the unique process of candy dispensing. DunkAroos involve the process of dipping a cookie-like snack into a frosting-like substance. Innovative processes are fundamental to the success of new video games. Sonic the Hedge-hog’s speed was a key process factor that provided something new and different for video game-playing kids. The movieStar Wars introduced a variety of innovative film processes, including breakthrough sound and visual effects. If a product or program developer can provide their target with some unique and rewarding new Process, it may very well become a major success factor.

CHARACTER(S)/PERSONALITY: What fantasy-based or reality-based characters (if any) appear in or are used with the product or program? What are their archetypes? How does the targeted consumer identify with the characters? What are the dynamics and relationships between the characters?

Examples: Given that kids and characters seem to be inseparably joined at the hip, examples of characters that contribute toward a product or program’s success abound: the Trix rabbit, Batman, Barbie®, Mickey Mouse, theAnimaniacs characters, Barney & Friends, etc., etc.—at least a hundred characters could be named.

Among the most successful characters of all time are Bugs Bunny and Garfield. These characters also have a very broad range of appeal across many age segments—even for adults—because of their unique “looks,” personalities, and behaviors. It’s no accident that each of these characters has a “dark side” to it, e.g., Bugs Bunny with his acerbic wit, craftiness, and sarcasm, and Garfield with his aggressive abusiveness, indolence, and other self-serving traits. You’ll find an in-depth look at kids and characters in Chapter 9.

ATTITUDE/STYLE: What is the product or program’s Style and/or Attitude? For example, is it old-fashioned, futuristic, modern, country? Where graphics are concerned, are they plain? Abstract? Straight-forward? Funky? Cool? What impact might this Attitude/Style have on the company’s image?

Examples: Nike shoes and other apparel have exemplified innovative graphic design and style—to the point where the Nike logo alone carries a tremendous power of appeal. X-Men comics and action figures always carry a high-action, aggressive, colorful, in-motion Attitude/Style that appeals strongly to their male targets.



TOP OF MATRIX

There are other product-development, product-maximization, and marketing-related variables that appear at the top of the Product Leverage Matrix; these are important to take into consideration as well.




ESSENCE: This is an exercise that has proven very useful in the development and marketing stages of a product or program. Essence is the core idea of the product or program, and the exercise is to boil the concept down to as few words as possible. Getting at the core essence of a product or program assists greatly in maintaining focus on its key attributes throughout the product-development and marketing cycle.

Examples: Bugs Bunny = Clever cartoon rabbit Kellogg’s Pop Tarts = Fruit-flavored toaster pastries

POINT OF DIFFERENCE: What’s different or unique about your product or program in relationship to competitive products or programs already in the marketplace? Without a potent or meaningful “point of difference” your product will not separate itself sufficiently. Also, it’s very important to consider: Is your point of difference a point of difference that really makes a difference? In other words, is it powerful in the perception of your targeted consumer? So what if your gizmo is bigger and greener than the competition’s? Is this difference really impactful?

Example: Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? separated itself from competitive learning-software games in several ways:

A female yet dark (villainess/criminal) central Character

The Content mix of linking learning (geography) with a fun game

The unique Process of how the game is played, searching the world for Carmen Sandiego

ASSUMED LEVERAGE VS. ACTUAL LEVERAGE: Typically in the product-development cycle, there are some assumptions made about what the Leverage or power of a concept is. We refer to these assumptions as the Assumed Leverage.

Example: If a new competitor to the Gatorade/Powerāde category—let’s call it Enerjuice—is being developed with teens as the primary target, a set of assumptions might include:

Teens want more energy.

Teens identify with hero athletes.

Teens want great taste.

Teens will like the new product name: Enerjuice.

Assumptions are also made regarding the hierarchy, or relative power of each of these assumptions in relation to one another.

What’s important to note here is that more often than not these assumptions are left unexamined as to veracity and strength. It’s an important practice to check assumptions: check what the leverageactually is, and its relative power versus what has been assumed. More often than not, adults make erroneous assumptions about what kids perceive to be important and powerful because adults are looking at their product or program through adult eyes. It is critical to get at the actual leverage rather than the assumed leverage. With the above hypothetical Enerjuice example in mind, adults may be surprised when testing directly with kids’ focus groups reveals that the new product’s blue color is its most powerful point of leverage and that the majority of kids tested dislike the new name.

Direct kid-and-parent testing is fundamental to making sure that what is being assumed as having “leverage” or being powerful actually is. At Youth Market Systems (YMS) Consulting we have designed what we call “Subject Testing,” which is a more experimental design approach: we study the concept to be tested first via the YMS systems models, then come up with hypotheses about how kids or parents are going to respond, then test to confirm or refute these hypotheses.

PROMISE: This Promise variable assists us in getting at the actual power or impact that a product or program has. The question is straightforward: What does the product promise the consumer/user? What key benefits does it provide? And how impactful and important are those benefits to the purchaser/consumer?

Example: If I am a snack-food company and I am considering using Jim Carrey’sMask character under license on my product line, what does thisMask character promise the consumer? Possible responses: Outrageous fun, a weird visual “look,” bizarre behavior that involves the consumer. At a deeper, more psychological level, one might say that Jim Carrey’sMask character allows the unexpressed “dark side” of consumers to find vicarious expression. Often it is such “looking beneath the surface” of what is attracting kid consumers that will reveal strong keys to what a product, program, or character is promising.

COMPETITION: It is very important to know what already exists in the competitive environment and how your product or program separates itself from these competing products or programs. How does your Point of Difference stack up against theirs? A very useful exercise here is to ask yourself: How does the Actual Leverage of my product measure up against the Actual Leverage of my competition?

POSITIONING:Positioning refers to how you want the product or program to be positioned or categorized in the mind of the targeted consumer. Imagine that the mind is a series of “mail slots.” Let’s assume that you are developing a new toy action figure of the muscular He-Man variety, and that your target is 3-through-7-year-old males. How will these young boys “mail-slot” your new action figure? Will they say, “Wow! That’s different—it swells to twice its size when you put it in water! No other action figure does that!”? Or will they say, “Oh, another muscle-man action figure, ho-hum …”?

Examples: Positioning also refers to the use of a Positioning Line or Tag Line that goes with a product or program and supports the positioning direction, e.g., “He-Man—The Strongest Man in the Universe!” or Disney Adventures magazine’s positioning-line subtitle, The Magazine for Kids.



Many products and programs miss the opportunity to utilize a Positioning Line and others use less than impactful Lines. Powerfully positioning your product or program in the minds of your targeted customers/viewers is an important opportunity to announce key benefits of your product and it has the potential of increasing consumer attention and involvement significantly. At the same time, an effective Positioning Line aids you in staying close to the “essence” or core idea/ benefit of your product or program throughout the product-development and marketing process, and this is critical to an effective marketing campaign.

THE BIG PICTURE

This is where the integrative nature of the Product Leverage Matrix comes into play. The Matrix is extremely useful for holding the whole picture or “big picture—in place as your focus is directed to individual aspects of a product or program. In theMask example above, once the promise is determined, a company would be wise to check on other variables that would be important to consider. For example, what about the impact that Carrey’s bizarreness might have on the company’s image? The question of “image” is reflected in theP.O.V. and Attitude/Style variables on the Matrix. Other variables should be looked at as well.




Essence: Is the Mask license a match with the Essence of the product?

Gender: Will the Mask character result in male bias?

Regarding Content: Is there any objectionable Content inherent in associating Mask with my product?



The Product Leverage Matrix can be also utilized to analyze a winning product or program in order to arrive at its strengths. For example, for the perennially successful kid’s cereal Trix we have a good-tasting, sweet and colorful cereal(Content) that is combined with a fun character (Character)—the Trix Rabbit—who is constantly and humorously being foiled in his attempts to get Trix for himself(Content). “Silly rabbit, Trix are for Kids!” is a positioning coup in itself. The Attitude/Style is bright, energetic, and colorful and thePromise is “a colorful cereal with a sweet, fruity taste that has a fun rabbit tied to it.”

THE CENTER OF THE MATRIX

However critical it might be to understand and integrate all the variables of the Matrix that we have defined so far, none of it will matter much if the center of the Matrix is ignored or inaccurately taken into account. In fact, what separates this book from others on product development and marketing is its central focus and emphasis on the child as consumer.




AGE: What is the targeted age range? Is it 3 through 7? 4 through 12? 8 through 15? Can your product or program appeal across age breaks as they are set out and defined in this book: birth through 2, 3 through 7, 8 through 12, 13 through 15, and 16 through 19?

It’s very important to note that we atYMS Consulting have based our approach to dividing kids into distinct age segments on in-depth research on a wide range of factors including the child’s cognitive development and brain research such as that of Brazelton,1 Epstein,2 Erikson,3 Gazzaniga,4 Herman,5 Kohlberg,6 MacLean,7 Pearce,8 and Piaget,9 and upon fifteen years of focus-group (subject-testing) experience with hundreds of children of various ages and stages of development. It is also important to note that there is no right or correct approach to dividing kids into age segments. There will always be some disagreement, as well as future research that may challenge the age segmentation boundaries. It is also important to state that children often vary in the pace of their individual development, in their forms and levels of intelligence, and in their learning styles. There will always be exceptions to the age segmentation boundaries—precocious or regressive individuals.

GENDER: Are you targeting both males and females? What differences between them do you need to take into account?

STAGE: What stage of development is your targeted-age child in? Is she in the 3-through-7 “Autonomy” stage, the 8-through-12 “Rule/ Role” stage? What are the implications of this?

STRUCTURE: “Structure” refers to the predominant phase of brain development in which the targeted-age child finds himself. If he is 3 through 7 years old, then certain areas of the unfolding, developing brain play a major role in, for example, his thinking processes, his attraction to fantasy, and his inability to handle such abstract forms of thinking as logic, or the subtleties inherent in sarcasm. If, on the other hand, he is 13 through 15 years old, his mind includes a “formal operations” structure that can handle most forms of thinking, logic, and humor.

DIMENSION: A child’s life can be thought of as occurring in a variety of dimensions. That is, the child experiences her lifephysically, cognitively, emotionally, socially, andmorally.

STYLE: This refers to the “learning style” of the child. Some children are much morevisual in their approach to learning and to the world. (Some people refer to this style as “right-brained”—although current research warns against a too simplistic approach to “right-” and “left-brain” categorizations.) Others are moreverbal (“left-brained”). Some children respond best to a “hands-on” approach that involves touch and whole-body involvement (kinesthetic). It’s interesting to note that each of these styles of learning correlate with Howard Gardner’s dimensions of multiple intelligence.10

PAST EXPERIENCE: The past experience of the child is very important to take into consideration on a variety of fronts. What past experience has added to your target child’s being predisposed—or not—toward your product/program? What past experience has your targeted child had with similar or competing products or programs?



THE NEEDS AND WANTS OF THE TARGET CHILD

All of the above aspects of the children or youths that you are targeting with your product or program contribute toward the formation of theirneeds andwants. Successful products and programs are those that satisfy their needs and wants in the short term (impulse) or in the long term. While a colorful and involving Trix cereal package with a maze on the back provides for short-term needs satisfaction, Mattel’s Hot Wheels cars year after year continue to provide young boys with something they need and want—small, easily manipulate, colorful minicars that are fun and involving to play “cars” with (Vroom! Vroom!) and to accumulate and collect.

Accumulating vs. Collecting: Before the age of approximately 6, children are interested inaccumulating lots of toys or other fun objects just for the sheer number and mass that this represents. As they shift toward the more left-brain dominant, 8-through-12 stage, they develop the cognitive capacity to differentiate more precisely. This leads to what we term more seriouscollecting, which involves more comparison of details, more involvement with and attention to detail. Marvel comic-book-character cards, for example, describe the characters’ various attributes, special skills, and abilities. Before the age of approximately 6 the capacity to meaningfully relate to these details is not in place; after 6 these details become very important and an essential part of what provides fun and involvement with the product.

At the center of the Product Leverage Matrix is the most critical variable:the consumer. The central thrust of this book is to lead the reader toward an in-depth understanding of the inner workings of these young consumers. The chapters that immediately follow provide an in-depth look into the lives of birth-through-2-year-olds, 3-through-7s, 8-through-12s, 13-through-15s, and 16-through-19-year-olds. We have divided or segmented the youth target in this way in accordance with a wide variety of scientific research, such as that of Piaget,11 Erikson,12 and Kohlberg.13 Essentially the “breaks” between each of these age segments is established (Pearce,14 Wilber15) because the child’s brain undergoes a growth spurt or other shift in development at each of these segment breaks.

It is an in-depth understanding of the child consumer that provides the only real access to approximating a “winning formula” for the development of products and programs that succeed with kids. Is a successful product all that matters, however? In the next chapter we focus on kid empowerment. Before diving into what works and doesn’t work for kids at different ages and stages of development, let’s look at a very important issue: what’s good and bad for kids, and how can you tell the difference? Then in Chapter 3 we outline the YMS approach to developing a new product or program from scratch. Many readers may want to read Chapters 4 through 8 first and then come back to Chapters 2 and 3, having gained a deeper knowledge and insight into the inner workings of the successive age segments of kids.
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KID EMPOWERMENT



Some men wish evil and accomplish it. But most men, when they work in that machine, just let it happen somewhere in the wheels. The fault is no decisive, villainous knife, but the dull saw that is the routine mind.
—Stephen Vincent Benet,John Brown’s Body1



Before we launch into understanding the inner workings of the birth-through-19-year-old, let’s examine a critical issue—kid empowerment. At Youth Market Systems Consulting and the Character Lab, we’re not just interested in what sells, we’re not just interested in the bottom line. We’re also interested in assisting companies to develop and promote products and programs that are good for kids, that empower them. And we’re foursquare against products and programs that can be shown in any significant way to be bad for kids, that disempower them.

When it comes to the care and protection and well-being of children, our world’s most precious resource, there is a special responsibility to provide them with products and programs that are at least neutral in any good or bad impact they might have on them, and at best products that are positive in their impact. At the same time it is our responsibility to protect the world’s children from products and programs that can be shown to have significant deleterious impact. As Benet indicated above, the greatest danger is not overt evil intent, but the failure of child-targeted product and program creators, developers, marketers, and decision makers to stand up and act on what they know to be true regarding products and programs with the potential to damage children’s bodies or minds.

When the pressure mounts to put something out in the marketplace that has clear potential to cause negative impact, such as excessively violent concepts, sexist concepts, stereotypical or prejudicial cultural or gender role concepts, sexually suggestive concepts, and disrespectful, unnecessarily gross concepts, all of us in the youth-product business have a responsibility to extricate ourselves from the corporate, almighty-dollar-driven cogs that might just let these aberrations happen and to take a stand against them.

But just what is empowering and what is disempowering? What can be shown clearly to be good for kids and bad for kids? This is a very controversial question. For our purposes we define “empowering” products or programs asthose which contribute in some significant way toward an individual’s positive development. Disempowering products or programs, therefore, arethose which have a significant negative impact on an individual’s development.

Products or programs that disempower are those, therefore, which detract in some substantial way from a child’s positive development. The word “substantial” is important here. It is seldom that one can find a product or program that is 100 percent positive or negative in terms of empowerment or disempowerment. For example, it could be argued that aspects of Snow White are disempowering, e.g., Snow White as a female victim who needs to be rescued by a male prince. Conversely it could be argued thataspects of highly violent films—much more violent than thePower Rangers movies—may actually be empowering, e.g., a film with an ending in which our horrendous villain transforms, sees the error of his ways, and repents.

This is not a simple issue. It is not an easy question of black or white; there can be a good deal of gray in between. A product or program that most everyone might agree is pure empowerment may have some aspects of it that could be argued to be disempowering. For example, Jane Healy, in her provocative and important book, Endangered Minds,2 bringsSesame Street—a very “sacred cow”—under the microscope of empowerment and finds aspects of it that could be disempowering. Importantly, she brings into question the show’s fast-paced sight and sound bites, and an approach to learning letters that may very well be inimical to learning to read effectively. Dr. Healy says:




[W]e now realize that empty word recognition is a meaningless exercise. Twenty years of throwing alphabet letters and dancing words at children is producing exactly what we might expect: students who, even after learning to read, lack the foundations for further progress; children who find reading “boring,” who are satisfied with the superficial, who can’t understand why meaning doesn’t magically appear—like a visual effect—and who give up when it doesn’t, (p. 226)



Does this mean that Sesame Street is 100 percent bad for kids and therefore disempowering? No, of course not. It delivers many positive Content messages such as getting along with others, trying hard, “you-can-do-it” self-esteem messages and cultural-diversity and acceptance messages mixed in with learning segments. What itdoes mean is that instead of accepting a product or program carte blanche, we need to examine each of its different aspects and its ultimate impact on kids at different ages and stages of development and from different cultural subgroups.

Conversely, a program such asPower Rangers, which many feel is too violent, and therefore may be negatively impacting its child audience in this regard, may have other aspects in its Content that are empowering, such as messages extolling the benefits of cooperation and teamwork.

It’s not black or white.

There is, if you will, a continuum of empowerment from those products which are extremely disempowering to those which are extremely empowering. Another way to say it is that there may be aspects of a program that are empowering and aspects that may be disempowering. One needs to discern which are which and make a judgment call on an individual child’s “take-away” from experiencing that product or program. This means: What is that individual left with? How has he been impacted? Has he been empowered? Has he been disempowered? In what ways? To what degree?

How is it to be determined, then, whether aspects of a product or program are “empowering” or “disempowering”? The technical, scientific answer to this question is that only after a great deal of testing in controlled studies can it be objectively determined. (And even then the research methodology and its conclusions can be brought into question.) For example, does TV violence influence children’s violent predispositions and behavior? This question has definitively been proven to be a solid “Yes” through hundreds of studies. The evidence is virtually incontestable at this point. But in the absence of these kinds of studies, must we throw up our hands and resort to pure subjectivity? The authors don’t think so. As parents, as teachers, as product and program developers we need to continue to confront ourselves with this critical issue of empowerment. We have to use any information that is available and our own common sense in order to determine whether a given product or program might be substantially positive or negative in its impact on the development of kids. The very future of humankind is at stake.

Then there’s the issue of moderation. Because highly sweetened foods such as candy and sugar-coated cereals are arguably “bad” for kids when eaten to excess, does this mean they are disempowering products? Again, the authors don’t think so. It’s a question of moderation and balance. It’s a question of children learning to make the right choices under the watchful and concerned guidance of informed and aware parents and caretakers.

Finally there’s the issue of what we atYMS call the “psycho-cultural environment.” Let’s compare two similar kids in two very different settings. Jay is a 9-year-old male who watches sixteen hours of violent TV shows a week in his living room in suburbia where he is surrounded by the antiviolence influences of a stable home, church, school, and his (for the most part) nonviolent peers. Monty, by contrast, is a 9-year-old inner-city youth who watches those same sixteen hours of violent TV shows in his crowded apartment, occasionally interrupted by real gunfire, or sirens in the street, or by a knock at the door from an older ’hood youth who has been pressuring him to join “the gang” and who’s there to tell him that his best friend has just been shot. There is a huge difference between Monty’s “psycho-cultural environment” and Jay’s.

We got a phone call recently from an ad agency for a major toy client. The agency had done some number crunching and discovered that boys’ action figures—the kind that come with punching power, karate kicking functions, and a host of knives, swords, guns, bludgeons, clubs, bombs, missiles, and weapons of all kinds—were very popular with inner-city youth. Is that a surprise to anyone? But the shocking part was that they wanted to know if we could help them take advantage of this strong inner-city interest and help them sell more of these action figures to our inner-city children. We adamantly declined. We could only shake our heads in disbelief and disgust. Where are these people thinking from? Obviously they are not thinking. They are coming solely from a bottom-line perspective with blinders on regarding the larger social ramifications. The dull saw of the routine mind churns forward.

You decide. In this sometimes all-too-subjective world, is there a place for censorship? We absolutely think so.

Do we always give kids what they want? Let’s go to the extreme. If we put on pornographic TV programming after school, do you think children would watch it? We have no doubt that a great many would. Does this mean weshould put it on the air—after all, “They want it”? Because older males prefer the most violent electronic games, does this mean we should provide them with ever-increasingly violent electronic-game programming?

Issues of censorship and the impact of products and programs on our children—despite the difficulty of determining what is empowering and disempowering—must continue to be dealt with by product and program developers, by advertisers, and in board rooms across corporate America and the world.

TWO CASES: EMPOWERMENT AND DISEMPOWERMENT

Let’s look at two distinct concepts, one targeting primarily females and the other males.

THE CABBAGE PATCH KIDS

Do the Cabbage Patch Kids dolls empower children? Again, we are defining “empowering products and programs” as those which provide something that a child needs or otherwise can use to help him or her develop positively as a human being.

In the case of the Cabbage Patch Kids, our answer is definitively “Yes.” Children 3 through 7 are able to act out natural nurturing behaviors in most types of doll play as well as to learn from role-playing Mommy or Daddy and all the social interactions that come along with doll play. The added aspects of adoption and personalization simply add more “ownership” or personal involvement to the experience of the child as well as possibly a deeper emotional “connection” with the dolls. Along these same lines it could be argued that, from a prosocial perspective, involving a 3-through-7-year-old with a mock adoption lays foundations for increased compassion, responsibility, and generosity as an adult. This is true “empowerment.” One would be hard-pressed to find anything disempowering about the Cabbage Patch Kids concept.

THE POWER RANGERS

A second case in point is thePower Rangers TV show. After careful analysis it is our view that this show is overall disempowering due to the central characters’ use of physical power: hitting, punching, martial-arts moves, and the use of weapons such as rockets and other projectiles shot at other characters to dominate one’s enemies and to solve one’s problems This concept clearly falls under the category of shows the likes of which have been tested and proven to influence aggressive, violent behavior in children.

As we have said, thereare aspects of thePower Rangers TV shows that could be labeled empowering, e.g., messages that are anti-theft or anti-lying, and positive “messages” at the end of shows. But in the end, one must ask oneself: What is a young child’s primary “take-away” after watching aPower Rangers show or series of shows? Is he or she more likely to takeaway the positive messages or more likely to practice karate kicks? Is there asubstantial element of violence and use of physical force present in thePower Rangers shows that may result in more disempowerment than empowerment of our children?
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