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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate how and why
children’s influence in purchase decisions might vary under different
types of families. It was conceptualized that children in different types
of families are socialized into different status roles and that these
differences in socialization, in turn, would have varied implications for
children’s influence. Specifically, it was hypothesized that peerness in
parent-child relations and children’s household responsibility would be
greatest in single-parent families, less in reconstituted families, and
least in intact families. In addition, parental coalition formation,
parental restrictiveness, and parental nurturance were expected to be
greatest in intact families, less in reconstituted families, and least in
single-parent families. Children’s influence was hypothesized to be
positively related to peerness, household responsibility, and nurturance,
and negatively related to parental coalitions and restrictiveness.
Hypotheses were tested using convenience samples of adolescents and one of
their parents. Results generally failed to support the model: however, a
number of methodological limitations that may have affected the study’s

outcomes were also present.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Although in the past many studies on family decision-making often
excluded children as important influencers in family purchase decisions,
recently there has been an increasing recognition that children can and
do play an important role in family buying behavior. Academic studies
have found that children have at least some influence in many different
types of product decisions, particularly in decisions for low-priced
packaged goods for family consumption and in decisions about products that
they will use. These results parallel the conventional wisdom that
children are important participants in family purchase decisions. For
example, one analysis found that, in 1985, teenagers spent $65 billion
on products for themselves and their families (Hauser 1988). Younger
children are also seen to have a role in family purchase decision-making,
as witnessed by the much-debated practice of advertising to children.

Thus, children's influence is a topic worthy of research interest
for at least two reasons. First, if academicians wish to fully understand
family consumer behavior, children's purchase influence should be taken
into account. Second, given the scope of the financial impact that
children have on spending, understanding children's influence is impor-
tant to practitioners as well. In fact, one recent survey of marketing
practitioners indicated that understanding children's influence is the
number one concern of practitioners involved in children's research
(Harrigan 1991).

Various theoretical approaches to studying children's influence have

been employed. The most common explanation used to study children's in-



fluence has been socialization theory. Within socialization studies of
children's influence, research has tended to concentrate on the family
as the primary socialization agent. Research has investigated how chil-
dren's influence is affected by family socialization processes, such as
the family communication environment . One family socialization process
that is likely to have a substantial impact on children's influence is
parental child-rearing practices. Specifically, certain types of parents
may be more open to children's influencing of purchase decisions than are
other types of parents.

One study (Carlson and Grossbart 1988) has investigated how parental
styles, which are composed of the underlying dimensions of warmth and
restrictiveness, affect parent-child communication about consumption, of
which children's influence was one indicator. This study found that
parental styles were significantly related to consumption communication,
with greater parent-child communication occurring under the most warm
types of parents. However, because children's influence was used as one
indicator of consumption communication along with three other variables,
the effects of parenting practices on children's influence cannot be de-
termined on the basis of this study. In addition, this study did not
examine how parenting practices are affected by family type (i.e.,
single-parent, reconstituted, and intact families), even though there is
considerable reason to believe that family type has a substantial impact
on parenting practices.

Indeed, one of the most glaring oversights of research on children's
influence has been the failure to consider how family type may affect
children's influence. There is considerable evidence to suggest that

parent-child relations vary on the basis of family type (see, e.g.,



Hetherington 1981, Wallerstein and Blakeslee 1989, Weiss 1979a, among
others). These differing parent-child relations are likely to have im-
plications for children's influence in purchase decisions. However, most
studies on children's influence have used intact, nuclear families as the
normative criterion of study. Only one descriptive study (Darley and Lim
1986) has examined influence in dual-parent (families in which two parents
are present) versus single-parent (families in which one parent is pres-
ent) families: however, this study made no distinction between intact
(families in which two original parents are present) and reconstituted
(families in which one original parent and one step-parent are present)
families (both were presumably treated as dual-parent families). Simi-
larly, no theoretically based study, including those based on
socialization explanations, has accounted for the how family type may
affect the processes that are used to explain children's influence, such
as parental socialization factors.

By using the intact family as the normative criterion of study, we
are confining our understanding of children's influence to one family
type. The relative oversight of other types of families is especially
problematic, given that alternative family forms, such as single-parent
and reconstituted families, are increasing. For example, the number of
single-parent families has doubled from that found in 1970 and, today,
one out of four families with children are headed by single parents (Demo
and Acock 1988). A similar pattern exists for reconstituted families.
Currently, 14 percent of American families with children are reconsti-
tuted families, up from 9.3 percent in 1980 (Glick 1989). Finally, on
the basis of current trends, one study has estimated that 60 percent of

today's children will live in a single-parent household sometime during



their childhood (Norton and Glick 1986). Given this diversity of family
types, there is a need to broaden the scope of research on children's
influence to include other family types in addition to intact, nuclear
families.

In relation to studies of socialization effects on children's in-
fluence, there is evidence to suggest that children in different types
of families are treated differently by parents: these differences in
family relationships across family types may have critical implications
for children's roles in family purchase decisions. For example, family
type has been shown to have a substantial impact on parental socialization
practices, which have been used to explain consumption communication
(and, indirectly, children's influence).

To address the relative oversight of how family type affects chil-
dren's influence and to explore how family type is likely to affect par-
enting practices, this dissertation will develop a socialization model
for children's influence that examines how family type affects children's
influence indirectly through its effects on socialization processes.
Specifically, using the theory of hierarchy (Nock 1988), we will argue
that children in different types of families are socialized into different
status roles and that this differential socialization affects children's
influence.

A related goal of this research is to explore in greater depth
Carlson and Grossbart's (1988) result for a significant association be-
tween parenting practices and consumption communication (for which chil-
dren's influence was used as one indicator) by "isolating" the variable
of children's influence and systematically investigating how parenting

practices (nurturance and restrictiveness) affect children's influence.



Because parenting practices are concerned with child socialization, and
differences in child socialization may affect children's influence, par-
enting practices are likely to have implications for the level of chil-
dren's influence.

According to the theory of hierarchy, status role socialization
varies by family type. At one extreme, family status roles are charac-
terized by high hierarchy, a role pattern in which children's status is
inferior to that of adults. 1In contrast, in lower hierarchy families,
there is greater equality in status roles between parents and children.
Certain structural properties of the family, such as the number of adults
present in the household and children's length of exposure to status-role
models, are seen to affect the hierarchy of status role socialization.
Specifically, intact families are conceptualized to be most hierarchical
because two adults are present in the family (and two adults are likely
to support each other's views and form coalitions to keep children sub-
ordinate) and children have not been exposed to less hierarchical role
models. Single- parent families are viewed as being least hierarchical
because only one adult is present (and therefore, there is no other adult
present to reinforce a single-parent's authority) and children have been
exposed to less hierarchical role models. Reconstituted families are
conceptualized to lie between these two extremes: two adults are present
but children have also been exposed to less hierarchical role models prior
to remarriage.

Thus, we conceptualize that children in different types of families
are socialized differently and that this differing socialization will
affect children's influence in purchase decisions. Specifically, we ex-

pect that family type will be related to differences in parental



restrictiveness and nurturance (the two underlying dimensions of parental
styles), children's household roles, the peerness of parent-child re-
lations, and the extent to which parents form coalitions in relation to
children. These five socialization factors, in turn, are conceptualized
to differentially and directly affect children's influence in child-
versus family-related product decisions.

This dissertation will be structured as follows. In chapter 2, we
will review the conceptual approaches that have been used to study chil-
dren's influence and the substantive results that previous descriptive
research has found for the phenomenon. The theoretical and descriptive
research will then be integrated into a socialization model of children's
influence. This model will then be used to evaluate the existing state
of knowledge regarding children's influence. We will also review and
critically evaluate past research on this topic at the methodological
level. In chapter 3, we will discuss the theory of hierarchy, review
literature pertaining to the theory, and then develop our research hy-
potheses (model) about family type's effects on socialization processes
and children's influence. In chapter 4, we present the methodology used
for testing the model presented in chapter 3. Chapter 5 presents the
results of hypotheses tests and related analyses. Finally, in chapter
6, we discuss limitations of the study and offer some suggestions for

future research on children's influence.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER TWO

This chapter begins with a review of the conceptual approaches that

have been used to study children's influence. These theoretical ap-



proaches include: resource theory, social power, and socialization the-
ory. Of the three approaches, socialization explanations are the most
common. We adopt a socialization perspective in this research because,
although the other theories may provide useful insights into the phenom-
enon, we view socialization as a more basic process than the relative
resource contribution or power bases of children (children's resources
or power bases are likely to depend, in part, on family socialization
processes).

Next, we review the substantive results of previous descriptive
studies on children's influence. On the basis of this review, we conclude
that descriptive studies have found children's influence to vary by:
family and child sociodemographic variables, parental attitudes, family
media habits and attitudes, and the situational factors of product type,
subdecision, and decision stage.

We then present a socialization model for children's influence that
is based on Moschis and Churchill's (1978) model of consumer
socialization. We wuse this model to integrate the theoretical
socialization studies and the results of descriptive research. This
model, in turn, is used to evaluate the existing state of knowledge re-
garding children's influence.

Finally, we review methodological considerations in previous re-
search on children's inflﬁence. On the basis of this review, we conclude
that the most serious methodological problem of past research children's

influence has been the inadequate attention paid to construct validity.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER THREE



In this chapter, the theory of hierarchy is reviewed in detail.
Although this theory has not been empirically tested, we review literature
that provides support for the theory's logic. A socialization model of
children's influence that is partially based on the theory of hierarchy
is then developed. Specifically, drawing on the theory of hierarchy,
family type is conceptualized to pattern various aspects of parent-child
relationships, such as the degree of peerness between parents and chil-
dren, the degree to which children are given household responsibility,
the extent to which coalitions are formed between parents, and the degree
of parental restrictiveness. Moreover, it is from these patterns of so-
cial interactions in the family that children are socialized into status
roles. These socialization factors, in turn, are conceptualized to affect
children's influence in purchase decisions.

Although it is not part of the theory of hierarchy, we also concep-
tualize family type to be related to differences in parental nurturance.
Nurturance, in turn, is viewed as affecting children's influence along

with the other four socialization factors of peerness, children's house-

hold responsibility, parental <coalition formation, and parental
restrictiveness. The effects of family type and the socialization factors
on influence are also expected to differ by product type, or whether the
product is used by the family versus the child.

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the specific research

hypotheses.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER FOUR



In this chapter, we review the research methodology used to test the
model developed in chapter 3. Specifically, the analysis technique used
to evaluate the mediational model of family type's effects on children's
influence is outlined. Mediation was tested by a series of regression
analyses according to the three step procedure outlined by Baron and Kenny
(1986).

Next, the sampling procedure used in the study is detailed. Data
were collected from a convenience sample of adolescents and one of their
parents (the parent who was most involved in the consumer socialization
of the adolescent). Respondents were recruited from an urban-area high
school. The recruitment of schools is also outlined in this section.

We then discuss operationalizations of constructs. Because many of
the constructs included in the model had not been previously studied, two
pretests were conducted to develop measures. One pretest included parents
of teenagers, and the other consisted of high-school students. Results
of the pretests and the specific construct operationalizations are dis-
cussed in detail. On the basis of pretest results, two final versions
of the survey were developed, one for parents and one for teens.

The chapter concludes with a review of the data collection procedure.
In brief, students completed surveys in class. Students then delivered
the parent's survey to the parent who was most involved in the student's
consumer socialization. Parents completed surveys at home and returned

questionnaires to school via the adolescent.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER FIVE



This chapter reports the results of hypotheses tests and related
analyses. First, the characteristics of the teen and parent samples are
described. The operationalizations used in the study are then outlined,
and the construct validity of the measures is evaluated. Next, a number
of preliminary analyses are carried out, including an assessment of po-
tential biases (such as nonresponse bias) and a validity-check analysis
for the hypothesized ordering of family types. The chapter concludes with
a discussion of the hypothesis test results.

In general, results indicated relatively little support for the
model developed here. In particular, family type was found to have rel-
atively little effect on the socialization variables included in the study
or on children's influence. In addition, the effects of the socialization
variables on children's influence demonstrated little consistency across

the two samples.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER SIX

This chapter begins with a brief description of the study. Next,
results of the analyses are systematically discussed in depth. The var-
ious limitation associated with the dissertation are then reviewed, and
the research implications of these limitations are discussed. The chapter
concludes with some possible directions for future research on children's
influence.

With regard to limitations, a number of methodological problems were
present in this study. There were problems with the construct validity
of some measures, especially the dependent measures. In addition, because

sample sizes were small, the study was, in general, underpowered. Non-
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response bias also seemed to be present in the parent analysis. Finally,
the study focused on only one parent in the family; therefore, results
may have been different if both parents had been sampled.

These methodological limitations may have been responsible for the
relatively poor performance of the model. However, results tended to
indicate that further attention needs to be directed toward understanding
socialization effects in reconstituted families, in particular. Indeed,
in some cases in which significant results were found, the order of means
across family types was counter to that expected. And in most of these
cases, it was the order of reconstituted families that differed. For
example, the validity check for status-role socialization indicated that
status roles were most hierarchical in reconstituted families rather than
in intact families, as expected. Whether this result was due to method-
related factors or to an actual difference should be addressed in the
future. Perhaps family types differ on other factors, besides the number
of adults present and children's length of exposure to status role models,
that affect family socialization processes.

The results most consistent with the model were those for parental
coalition in the parents' analysis. Children's influence decreased with
increasing parental coalition formation. Also, the greatest degree of
parental coalition formation was found for intact families, and the least
for single-parent families. Thus, parental coalition formation seems to
be a construct that is worthy of further investigation in understanding

children's influence.

SUMMARY
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In sum, even though American families are becoming increasingly di-
verse, most of the past research on children's influence has focused on
influence variations in intact families. Given that many aspects of
family relationships have been found to vary on the basis of family type,
however, it seemed likely that family type would also have implications
for children's influence in purchase decisions. This dissertation sought
to address this gap in the literature by presenting a socialization ex-
planation for how family type might affect children's influence. This
chapter presented a brief overview of how this idea was explored in the

present study.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this chapter, we will review previous research on children's in-
fluence in purchase decisions. First, we will review the theoretical
approaches that have been used to study children's influence. These ap-
proaches include resource theory, social power, and socialization theory.
After reviewing these theoretical approaches, we will examine prior de-
scriptive results concerning children's influence. The results of these
descriptive studies will then be integrated into a socialization model
of children's influence. This model will then be used to evaluate pre-
vious research on children's influence at the conceptual level. Finally,
we will review and evaluate previous research on children's influence at

the methodological level.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO STUDYING CHILDREN'S INFLUENCE

As will be demonstrated below, traditionally, research on children's
influence in family purchase decisions has been a- theoretical and de-
scriptive. However, several recent studies have attempted to explain the
phenomenon of children's influence in a theoretical context. These the-
oretical approaches include: resource theory, social power, and
socialization theory.

Resource Theory

Resource theory was originally developed to explain spousal

decision-making patterns (Blood and Wolfe 1960). The theory's basic tenet

is that those in a relationship who control and contribute more resources
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will have more power and influence in decision-making. In examining the
tendency of husbands to dominate decision-making, Blood and Wolfe as-
serted that husband- dominance occurred because, traditionally, men pos-
sessed and contributed more socioceconomic resources to the family than
did wives. Men tended to be better educated and to hold higher prestige
jobs than did women, and men's earnings were often the family's primary
source of income. Consequently, men had greater power in and were able
to dominate many family decisions.

In applying resource theory to the study of children's influence in
purchase decisions, Foxman, Tansuhaj and Ekstrom (1989b) used a broadened
concept of resources. Specifically, the child's personal resources were
conceptualized to include: the child's income level and employment sta-
tus, the child's school grades, birth order and the presence or absence
of siblings (with first-born and only children having more birth status
resources); and parents' love of and confidence in the child. In ac-
cordance with the basic tenet of resource theory, Foxman et al. hy-
pothesized that the greater the child's personal resources, the greater
is children's influence in family purchase decisions.

Foxman et al.'s results generally supported the hypothesized posi-
tive relationship between children's personal resources and their influ-
ence in family decision-making. Using both child- and family-related
products, they found that children's influence was greater the more income
children had and the better the child's grades were (Table 1). For a
measure of generalized influence, children with higher grades and those
in whom parents had high confidence had greater influence than children

with lower grades and those in whom parents had low confidence.
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It is interesting that children's‘birth placement was found to have
no statistically significant effect on either product influence or gen-
eral influence. The authors do not offer an explanation for this result;
however, since this study combined birth order and only-child status into
one variable (i.e., birth placement), it may be that one or both of these
factors are not important resources for adolescents (the age-group that
was studied). Of the two, birth order seems less likely to be a resource
for adolescents than is only-child status. Although results of this study
did not support an effect for only-child status, it seems logical that
only-child status would be an important resource for children in that
parents have no alternative resources for child-related benefits in this
situation. Moreover, only children lack siblings with whom to compete
for parental attention. In contrast, it is difficult to view birth order
as a resource for older children. Parents are likely to interact more
(and value interactions more) with adolescents than with younger children
irrespective of birth order. By adolescence, most children have achieved
a sufficient degree of cognitive development such that they are able to
reason more like an adult. Consequently, parents may find it easier to
interact with adolescents (at least for activities such as purchase
decision-making) than with younger children. The speculations outlined
above warrant further study, along with examining other resources that
children may have in family decision-making.

Resource theory has been criticized on a number of grounds (MacDonald
1980, Safilios-Rothschild 1970, 1976; Szinovacz 1987). One criticism of
Blood and Wolfe's original formulation has been that their definition of
resources as socioeconomic and tangible in nature is too narrow. These

critics argue that the concept of resources should be broadened to include
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interpersonal and affective resources since these types of resources also
influence power relations and decision-making, perhaps more than
socioeconomic ones do (Safilios-Rothschild 1970, 1976).

In considering children's influence in decision-making, if resources
are confined to tangible, socioeconomic ones, it is difficult to envision
children having much influence because of their relatively low possession
of these types of resources. However, if the concept of resources is
broadened to include affective and interpersonal ones, as Foxman et al.
did, then clearly children often do possess resources that they can use
to increase their power and influence in decision-making. (The fact that
children have been found to have power and influence in decision-making
argues for a broadened concept of resources.)

Resource theory has also been criticized for failing to account for
the relative scarcity of resources, or the availability of alternative
sources for a given resource (Safilios-Rothschild 1976; Szinovacz 1987).
Essentially, these criticisms center on the degree of other's dependence
on a particular family member for a resource. If a party in a relation-
ship has few or no alternative sources for a given resource, then (s)he
"is willing to pay a high price even for a moderate degree of benefit"
(Safilios-Rothschild 1976). For example, if parents place a high value
on a resource that only the child possesses (grades may be one example),
then children's power and influence are enhanced.

It is interesting to note that many of the criticisms leveled at
resource theory can be addressed by incorporating it into the broader
theory of social exchange (Blau 1964; Emerson 1962; Homans 1961, 1974;
Thibault and Kelly 1959). Indeed, many scholars have argued that resource

theory is nothing more than a special (and poorly developed) case of so-
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cial exchange theory (Safilios-Rothschild 1976; Scanzoni 1979). Re-
sources (or reinforcers, rewards, or benefits) are a central concept in
social exchange theory. And social exchange theory's comparison level
for alternatives (Thibault and Kelly 1959) specifically addresses re-
source scarcity. Moreover, an important assumption of social exchange
theory is that a resource is such by virtue of the value another places
on it (Emerson 1981). Resource theory failed to explicitly consider the
point that, for something to be considered as a resource, it must be
valued by others in the relationship (Szinovacz 1987).

One flaw that resource theory and social exchange theory share is
that what counts as a resource or reward is likely to be person- and
situation-specific. For example, some parents may highly value a child's
making good grades whereas other parents may not be very concerned with
school performance. Similarly, some parents may value a child's being
employed (because it may teach the child responsibility, for example)
whereas others may not value child's employment at all (because a job may
interfere with school performance). Each of these views has opposite
implications for children's influence. In addition, some resources may
not be transferable across different situations. For example, certain
resources of the child may be important in some product decisions but less
so in others--child's income may be an important resource in child-related
product decisions but less so in family-related product decisions (Foxman
et al. did not do separate analyses for child and family products.) In
short, defining what is a resource or reward is problematic.

Despite its limitations, resource theory, with a broadened concept
of resources, or more generally, social exchange theory, appears to offer

some useful insights into explaining children's influence in family pur-
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