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Beyond Brenkert: Developing the notion of consumer vulnerability in a children’s market
Abstract

Consumer vulnerability remains an inadequately understood and researched topic. Based on qualitative empirical evidence gained from senior company executives and consumers in the UK toy industry, where most products are marketed to a vulnerable population, this paper re-examines vulnerability and identifies parental as well as child vulnerability. Building on Brenkert’s four forms of vulnerability – physical, cognitive, motivational and social – we identify a fifth form, emotional vulnerability, which applies to parents. The emotional vulnerability of parents stems from being targeted by toy companies via their children and through the resultant impact on their buying behaviour and relationships with their children. In attempting to understand consumer vulnerability, we link this finding to an ethic of care which focuses on the self’s connection to others, the notion of taking care of others and the special relationship that exists between parent and child. The paper contributes to both empirical and theoretical knowledge.
Introduction 

In 1997, Smith and Cooper-Martin argued that the area of consumer vulnerability had not been researched extensively and was inadequately understood. The following year, George Brenkert’s (1998) Ruffin Series article on ‘Marketing to the Vulnerable’ set the parameters for theoretical perspectives on moral aspects of advertising and marketing to disadvantaged consumers.  Over a decade later, this topic has not developed much further in the literature from either the marketing or the business ethics perspective. Nill and Schibrowsky (2007), for example, note only eight articles on consumer vulnerability in the marketing ethics literature between 1995 and 2005. Consumer vulnerability therefore still remains a somewhat nebulous, misused and misunderstood concept (Baker et al., 2005, p.128-129). In this paper, we take a fresh look at the theory and practice of marketing to the vulnerable, with a special focus on marketing to children and parents
 by the UK toy manufacturing industry. 
Vulnerability is a controversial issue, not least because of its link to possible harm although the nature of the harm is neither clear nor easily measured. Smith and Cooper-Martin (1997) make the distinction between perceived vulnerability (when people believe, rightly or wrongly, that someone is vulnerable) and actual vulnerability (when vulnerability is experienced, as identified and understood by listening to and observing personal experiences). We believe both perspectives are important in gaining a greater understanding of vulnerability and this paper focuses both on corporate perceptions of vulnerability and on the actual experiences of vulnerable consumers.
Consumer vulnerability has been defined as ‘a state of powerlessness that arises from an imbalance in marketplace interactions or from the consumption of marketing messages and products….The actual vulnerability arises from the interaction of individual states, individual characteristics, and external conditions within a context where consumption goals may be hindered and the experience affects personal and social perceptions of self.’  (Baker et al, 2005, p.134). Thus current definitions of consumer vulnerability centre on one’s own self’s susceptibility to marketing. In this paper we contribute in two ways to the broadening of this perspective. Firstly, we develop an argument for the definition of vulnerability to go beyond this focus on the self. In doing this, we incorporate an ethics of care perspective in the characteristics of vulnerability, such that emotional vulnerability is included in the wider understanding of forms of vulnerability. Secondly, we look beyond the obvious candidates for vulnerability (the disabled, children, the bereaved etc.), identifying parents of children (not just children themselves) as a group potentially vulnerable to marketing by the toy industry. Hence we enhance our understanding of vulnerability by developing its theoretical and empirical reach.
Consumer vulnerability
Studies of consumer vulnerability have identified three main areas of concern - visible characteristics (ethnicity, age, gender), states of mind (cognitive capacity, grief) and states of body (addiction, disabilities) (Baker et al, 2005).
It is in the area of states of mind that we position the issue of child and parent vulnerability. Such vulnerability may stem from a number of areas from abuse of the consumer’s desire to believe (Rotfeld, 2005), from a failure to understand the role of advertising, product effects or both (Ringold, 1995), or from a plethora of similar products on the market with little product differentiation (Walsh and Mitchell, 2005). 

While toy companies might argue that much enjoyment and beneficial learning is derived by children from their end product, such utilitarian pragmatism can be criticised on several fronts. These include; using young people as purchasing advisors to influence parental spending; using manipulative tactics to make children believe a product is ‘cool’; using both mass marketing, and increasingly direct marketing techniques, to trigger behavioural changes (Bergadaa 2007, pp. 57/58). Laczniak and Murphy (2006, p.161) also highlight the importance in terms of the ethics of the intention behind dubious practices, determining that ‘the principle of protecting vulnerable market segments’ is a moral precept for marketing (ibid. p.165).  Accordingly, vulnerable market segments are susceptible to exploitation and marketers have a duty to avoid this (ibid, p.166).
There is some consensus around the inclusion of young children in the vulnerable category and as Preston (2004, p.369) notes, “the moral argument that children need to be protected from potential harm is incredibly strong in society, and whatever the basis, moral arguments are compelling.” The consumer socialization literature also tends to support the idea that young children (particularly those under 12 years of age) have immature cognitive knowledge and shopping skills (John, 1999) which make them in need of special consideration and protection (Brenkert, 1998). In the case of young children and toys, vulnerability may stem from peer pressure and the need to be one of the playground crowd, from the brand loyalty they attach to cartoon/film characters (Macchiette and Roy, 1994), their susceptibility to the latest, trendiest toys and their attraction to subtler promotional tools such as the web (Bergadaa, 2007). While these issues are all relevant to this research, these contributions focus primarily on the relationships between company and child or company and parent and rarely seem to acknowledge that there is often a three-way relationship in the purchase of many children’s products. We contend that much of the consumer vulnerability stems from the relationship between parent and child.
Parental vulnerability in children’s markets
Prior research on children’s markets has generally identified children as the vulnerable party with little consideration given to the role played by parents but as Brenkert (1998) points out, marketers’ responsibility towards the vulnerable lie not only towards the vulnerable themselves, but also to those affecting by marketing to the core vulnerable group. In toy markets, parents (and usually mothers as the primary carers) will have a joint interest in the purchase with the child and will normally fund and make the final purchase. In relation to toy markets Seiter (1992) argues that marketing can be divided by toys marketed to parents (usually niche-marketed, educational or classic toys) and those marketed to children directly (mass-marketed promotional toys). In this paper, we find that both of these are relevant when analysing marketing in the toy industry as toys targeted at children often require parental endorsement.
To clarify, we identify both children and parents as vulnerable. We identify children as vulnerable primarily because of their inexperience in the market place and their early developmental stage, and parents because of the special relationship with their children. Parental vulnerability is augmented by being bypassed in a marketing process which seeks to generate children’s interest and desire for toys which then leads them to use their influencing skills to win the parental endorsement (Proctor and Richards, 2002). The moral issues in this case concern the right of parents not to be targeted via their children and whether commercial activity should impinge on the special parent-child relationship.
Much of the literature has focused on the vulnerable being a distinct category. Brenkert (1998) for example highlights differences between the characteristics of vulnerable groups and ’normal adults’. It is contended in this paper that parents of young children fall outside the categories previously identified and that these ‘normal adults’ become vulnerable to consumer pressures via their children. Such vulnerability may be exacerbated by a number of factors such as the pressures of family responsibility (Greenhalgh, 2002), lifestyle issues such as a lack of time (Carrigan and Szmigen, 2006) and the parental desire for a child’s welfare, happiness and peer acceptance (Clement, 2004). It has also been suggested that it is first-time parents who particularly experience such pressures, lacking the knowledge and confidence about what is best for their child (Clement, 2004).
An empirical perspective on the toy industry 

To investigate the nature and extent of vulnerability, empirical research for this paper is centred on the UK traditional toy industry (which includes all children’s toys and games excluding consoles and electronic games) exploring both corporate perspectives and parental views. Children’s views were not sought for this research as it was considered that there was already a substantive body of empirical evidence that had established the potential vulnerability of young children as consumers.
The toy industry is a relevant one in which to study vulnerability as (1) it is heavily reliant on young children (particularly those under 12 years of age) as the end users (2) toys are an important part of every childhood and play a key role in skills development, (3) it is an industry often criticised for the marketing tactics aimed at children and yet (4) it is one in which there a significant number of companies that have been producing and marketing toys for over 50 years (seven such companies are included in the sample) who will have gained a significant understanding of their consumers.

A qualitative approach was considered most appropriate for this research as knowledge of vulnerability in children’s markets is still at an early stage and it can be useful in both understanding complex relationships (Gummesson, 2006) and in investigating sensitive ethical issues (Liedtka, 1992).  Whilst less reliable than more structured statistical based methods, the advantages of qualitative methods are their validity, realism and relevance (Hammersley, 1992) and their flexibility of structure that allows for exploring and probing human decisions, experiences, emotions and behaviour in more detail (Silverman, 2000).
Gaining rich data from different stakeholder perspectives – manufacturers and consumers – has enabled the findings to be compared and contrasted and thereby offering a means of cross-checking (Yin, 2003). Reliability of the data has been enhanced through the careful selection procedure of the toy companies and interview participants, standardizing many of the questions, tape-recording and transcribing interview data and using a coding system with qualitative software (NUD*IST Vivo) to reduce, organise and analyse the content, providing a form of audit trail to the original interview data (Bryman and Bell, 2003).

The first phase of the research gathered data from 12 of the leading toy companies by market share (including 7 of the top 10), accounting between them for circa 33% of total UK toy sales. All participants were senior Marketing Managers or Chief Executives who were selected as they were likely to have responsibility for tactical and strategic decision-making regarding consumers. Interviews ranged from 30-120 minutes in length with an average of 80 minutes and interviews were held on the companies’ premises.

The second set of informants were parents with children under 12 (at whom most toys and games are targeted) who were, or had recently been, regular purchasers of toys and games. Four focus groups with three participants in each were held in neutral venues and consisted of 11 mothers and one father. The sample consisted of a mix of socio-economic groupings. Some were full-time parents, others worked full-time or part-time. In line with Jankowicz (2000), four focus groups were considered sufficient for patterns to emerge in fairly structured, exploratory work. The small size of the focus group was encouraged to allow each participant the opportunity to express their views but still allowing for the benefit of free-flowing group discussion (Kinnear and Taylor, 1986).
Anonymity was offered to all participants to encourage open and frank responses and discussion. Although most participants (both executives and parents) had no objection to being cited, all quotes used in reporting the findings of this research have not been directly attributed to individual respondents to respect the wishes of those who sought confidentiality. This is not considered to be detrimental to the value of the findings.
Beyond Brenkert

Brenkert (1998, p.13-14) identifies three conditions of the especially vulnerable. (1) They have characteristics which render them vulnerable. (2) The characteristics are largely beyond their control and they are less able to protect themselves than normal. (3) They are hence especially susceptible to be swayed in ways which may harm their interests but benefit others. We focus in this paper on the first condition, the characteristics of vulnerability. 

Brenkert recognizes four types of characteristic (1998, p.13) which make people vulnerable; physically, cognitively, motivationally or socially.  Where individuals are physically vulnerable to products in the market, some aspect of the product itself is unsafe for them, for example in the case of the toy industry, products may be generally unsafe for young children, such as those containing Phthalates
 or the recent scandals around lead paint and other harmful toxins on Mattel’s products
 and Bindeez beads
. Those who are cognitively vulnerable lack certain levels of ability, for example children who have limited understanding of the value of money or shopping skills (Paine, 1996). The motivationally vulnerable find it difficult to resist ordinary temptations due to their individual state. Finally, the socially vulnerable are less able than others to resist enticements due to their social situation (for example children’s need to be a member of the peer group). 
We use these four characteristics as the basis for examining the findings from the toy industry (shown in Tables 1 and 2) providing a selection of illustrative quotes from both the toy company executives and parent participants. We demonstrate that an additional form of vulnerability which we call ‘emotionally vulnerable’ is present when considering the parental position. It is our contention that emotional vulnerability is qualitatively different from the other four variables, in particular because it plays on the strong relationship between parent and child. This is then linked to an ethic of care perspective further developing Brenkert’s assessment of vulnerability.
The ethics of care is most clearly linked with feminist morality, building on the work of Carol Gilligan and her book In a Different Voice (1982). Working from research findings she showed that female subjects tended to view morality in terms of relationship responsibilities. She suggested that women would tend to embrace “an ethic of care that centers (sic) on responsiveness in an interconnected network of needs, care, and prevention of harm. Taking care of others is the core notion and, fittingly for the research presented here, it is modelled on relationships such as those between parent and child” (Beauchamp and Childress, 1994, p.86). 

The ethics of care focuses on the self’s connection to others, and the responsibility of the self in caring for the ‘other’ (Liedtka, 1996, p.180). While it has not been a dominant theory in business ethics, it is linked to a number of perspectives in the field and is rising in importance in a number of arena
. The ethics of care relates to discourse ethics in that it is managed by a process of dialogue and is in effect a means of action rather than a ‘theory’ in the sense of a system of principles. Others have linked the ethics of care with virtue ethics, stressing Aristotle’s virtuous man as socially embedded (Kittay and Meyers, 1987, in Liedtka, 1996, p.181). Virtues valued in an ethic of care include empathy, compassion, fidelity, love and friendship (Beauchamp and Bowie, 1997, p.40) and sympathy (French and Weiss, 2000, p.126). The rise of stakeholder theory in the business ethics literature is fundamentally based on relationships and interdependence (Liedtka, 1996, p.182) and hence relates to the ethics of care. Beauchamp and Childress (1994) suggest such a relationship-based account of ethics plays down “Kantian universal rules, impartial utilitarian calculations, and individual rights” (p.85). Instead, an ethic of care highlights intuition and feeling in moral decision-making (Winstanley and Woodall, 2000, p.15-16) and a focus on the self’s connection to others (French and Weiss, 2000, p.126). 
In enlisting an ethics of care perspective in understanding vulnerability, we follow Sevenhuisjens’s perspective on the relationship between rights, obligation and responsibility. She argues that these three concepts “cannot be theorized in an adequate manner without taking care into account in the fullest possible manner” understanding “care both as a concrete activity, in the sense of caring about and for daily needs, and as a moral orientation – as an ethics or a set of values that can guide human agency in a variety of social fields” (Sevenhuisjen, 2000, p.6). It is this perspective that helps us to understand the source of the emotional vulnerability experienced by parents in relation to toy marketing.
Findings from the toy industry and parent consumers
Children and vulnerability
As Johnson (2001) has noted, the toy industry is facing challenging times and the toy company participants were very clear that their priority was commercial success and survival. They accepted, however, that children were vulnerable and that they had a responsibility to look after them. Many pointed to the company values laid down by the founders that focused on caring for and developing young people’s abilities, while others claimed that you had to be responsible as a toy company because the market was under constant scrutiny (by the media, pressure groups, legislators and others) and, if you exploited children, you would inevitably be found out. 
All the companies emphasised a strong commitment to both product quality and safety backed up by what they considered to be stringent European legislation but admitted that toy recalls due to product defects were still occasionally needed. They were keen to emphasise their benevolence towards children demonstrated by the time and effect that went into researching and developing new products to entertain and develop children, but they were also mindful of the less advantaged and pointed to the industry’s charity and local community work much of which they felt consumers were unaware.
The managers acknowledged that by targeting children they were encouraging the pestering of parents but claimed that below school age (children under 5) they would only target parents. They recognised the importance of the parental endorsement in purchasing a toy but simply did not have the budget to target both sets of consumers. They considered that the abilities of children to understand the role of advertising was commonly underestimated and that peer pressure, over which they had little control, was a far more powerful influencing tool. A few argued that children had a right to be targeted as a consumer and to make their own choices while others believed that as future consumers some early exposure to responsible advertising was beneficial.
In the focus group research with parents, most of the participants admitted that their children had the major say in what toys and games were purchased. There was a general perception that toys bought from reputable retailers were safe but they were scathing about the large numbers of licensed character toys on the market based around films and television programmes. 
Surprisingly few parents objected to the direct targeting of their children although most felt there was too much TV advertising. It was peer pressure that frustrated them more. For some, advertising to children actually resulted in better product choice and saved money on unwanted toys that the parent had chosen rather than the child. There were mixed views on other promotional techniques used. There was commonly little objection to special websites for toy brands but more to brand promotion via schools, primarily because the parents expected school to be a mostly commercial-free environment. 
In Table 1, we apply Brenkert’s four forms of vulnerability to the case of marketing toys to children. In our data there is illustrative evidence of all four aspects – physical, cognitive, motivational and social. We find that these four perspectives satisfactorily explain the manner in which children, as a traditionally vulnerable group, are subject to exploitation by marketing pressure from toy companies.

Table 1 - Children and Vulnerability

	Form of Vulnerability

	Vulnerability issue: Illustrative examples


	Physical
	Product Safety/Quality

“There are clearly safety standards and responsibilities and I don’t think you’d talk to a toy company who wouldn’t say that that was the number one point on their agenda…we take the social responsibility of that incredibly carefully.” (Company 12)    


	
	Philanthropy
“…the toy industry does do an awful lot of good, whether it is directly in bringing the simple pleasure of playing with the toys to the work with charities, on child safety and everything else.” (Company 4)  
*****************************************************
“…You don’t have any communication from them apart from the advertising in which they try to get your child to want the product. I would be much happier to go to …and buy their products, at extortionate prices, if I knew a portion of that money was going to kids, funding television programmes…It would just put my mind at ease and make them seem a little more caring, rather than this harsh exterior.” (Parent LY3)



	Cognitive
	Shopping Skills and Cognitive Abilities
“Children live, we live, in a very commercially active world. Kids should be aware of commerce right from the beginning.”(Company 11)
“Children are smart at the end of the day and I think, as adults, we all have to appreciate that they are smart… they don’t know everything about what is best for them, but they do know a certain amount and a lot more than we probably give them credit for.” (Company 1)    



	
	Susceptibility to Advertising

“It’s the age-old question, advertising to children, should you be doing it and should you be trying to influence children? But I think we take the view that you know, children are people in their own right and okay, maybe they are not grown up so they are not as informed, they are not able to see things in their entirety, if you like, so you have to take that into account, but at the same time, we would say that we are helping them to make their choices in life, we are introducing them to different things in life and to growing up.” (Company 1)    
********************************************************************
“We can’t turn back the clock. We live in a society where very young people can become consumers and they will have choices and will want some degree of influence. It is ludicrous to say that they shouldn’t be targeting children but it’s a case of having guidelines done by adults in relationship to what’s presented to children.” (Parent JU4)



	Motivational
	Advertising and Pester Power
“…kids will find great products, and so much of what children do and have is a result of playground talk and peer pressure, not the result of TV advertising.” (Company 10)
 “We obviously make sure that there is product in the market that children will demand but then it’s up to parents as to how much is made accessible to them [children] and as to how much they can afford to spend on them.” (Company 12)  

******************************************************************** 

“I try to recycle things but don’t consider ethical things when I buy toys. It’s what my child wants that influences the decision.” (Parent JU4)


	
	Licensed Character Toys
“I don’t think there is an objection to licensing because I think it is ultimately the consumer that makes the license a success or a failure.” (Company 7)
********************************************************************
“I think it’s distasteful; it’s cynical marketing, marketing at its utter worst, but the kids expect it and you can’t impose your ethical principles on your kids so you do buy some ‘Incredibles’ stuff, but I think it’s awful.” (Parent MT3)


	
	Marketing through Schools
“…Schools are very precious about this. You cannot go in with very obvious selling messages, you have to be pretty subtle about what is in a school pack.” (Company 5)
********************************************************************
“Marketing through schools surely cannot be right because your school should be somewhere where both parents and children trust the teachers to do the right thing. It would be seen as if the school is giving the nod of approval.” (Parent JE2)


	Social
	Peer Pressure
“…[Children will say] ‘I want it because all my friends have got it.’ You don’t want to be the parent of the only child in class that hasn’t got one of these.’ These are the type of negotiation ploys that are being used.”  (Company 9)    



The quotes demonstrate that toy companies are aware of children’s limitations and susceptibilities and their policies take these into account in terms of issues such as product safety and quality. However they also exploit these by targeting children directly knowing that this will activate their influencing skills with parents and others.
Parents and vulnerability

The managers, many of whom were parents themselves, were aware of the pressures that some parents faced. They felt it was unfair however to blame the toy companies for all their woes. The managers claimed that they attempted to cater for parental needs by producing more educational toys, keeping toy prices low, running customer care helplines and providing them with information on-pack, in-store and online. The companies considered that most parents would trust them, particularly those that had played with their products when they were young. 
A number of managers were critical of today’s parenting skills which resulted in a generation of spoilt and over-indulged children but at the same time recognising that this trend was maintaining their sales at a time of a falling birth rate. They could empathise with the frustration of parents about advertising to their children but argued that their function was to produce products and create awareness for them and it was then the parents’ role to choose what they could afford and what was appropriate for their children.
Many of the parents felt taken advantage of and under pressure. They were annoyed at being largely ignored in a marketing process that was after their money and using their children indirectly to get at it. What they objected to most about child marketing was the lack of control they had, for example, even when a mother had banned her children from watching commercial television, demand from her child had still come from peer pressure.  Toys however were also helpful in reducing parental pressures by enabling children to play on their own at times, encouraging outdoor play and by enticing them away from television screens.
Parents considered that little advertising was aimed directly at them but that which there was, was often patronising and misleading particularly when their children were very young and they were first time parents, unsure of the right things to do and the right products to buy for their children.
The identification of the characteristic of emotional vulnerability stemmed from parents’ feelings of concern for their children in terms of welfare, happiness and social integration and on the impact this commercialism appeared to be having on the relationships with their children. Parents can be physically, cognitively, motivationally and socially vulnerable in relation to toy marketing but there is something specific about the emotional susceptibility of parents when confronted with marketing messages which suggest their child’s life will be enhanced by possession of a particular toy. It is also the emotional relationship that bonds parents with their children that comes under pressure when commercialism, driven by the different forms of child advertising and promotion, threatens to spoil that special bond. The pestering for toys that commonly ensues from child marketing might meet the marketers’ aim, but can make parents feel guilty about or frustrated by constantly denying their children’s requests. As Preston (2004, p.367) points out, “parents do not generally want to disappoint their children and advertising can be viewed as a constant opportunity for them to do so.” According to the ethics of care, the parent is bound to privilege their relationship with the child, and will want to do what they believe to be best for him or her because of the close – the closest possible - relationship.

In Table 2, we demonstrate the forms of vulnerability which apply to parents in toy marketing and extend the four existing perspectives to include emotional vulnerability.

Table 2 - Parents and Vulnerability
	Form of Vulnerability

	Vulnerability issue – Illustrative example

	Physical
	Energy and Time
“…If you are tired, you’ve been working, the kids are screaming and you are on your own, it was all I could do to make the tea, and if he could watch a Pingu video for an hour, great! It’s trying to do the best job you can as a parent and it’s compromise, compromise…” (Parent SU3)


	Cognitive
	Toy Advertising and Parents
“I think parents will say that three months before Christmas, they are constantly getting asked for this, that and the other from their children, things they want for Christmas. And I think if I was a parent, I would find that very irritating, and they want so much and they don’t realize the value of everything they want.” (Company 4)
********************************************************************
“I hate ….The advertising of …has an almost subliminal message that if you don’t have these electronic toys with the alphabet and numbers, then you are going to hold your child back. That really winds me up and puts me off their toys.” (Parent LY3)

	
	Information and Customer Care
“…Obviously we talk to parents as well, because it’s the parent who parts with the money. There’s some pocket money spending going on but, ultimately, if the mother says no, the product won’t be bought.” (Company 5)    
********************************************************************
“I think toy companies could issue more publications that give more information about the toys…It’s sometimes hard to work out exactly what the toy does, and what the child will get out of it.” (Parent SH1)

	Motivational
	Choosing the Right Toy
“People like to think they are buying things that have some educational value. Parents feel guilty about the fact that their children sit glued in front of the television the whole time. They want to feel good about the things they buy, that they are buying things for their children that are to an extent good for them.” (Company 11)  
********************************************************************

“I think K’nex is fantastic. It’s good for dexterity, for spatial awareness. But it sits in its case at home and doesn’t come out of the case very often. But I feel happier buying it than something trashy.” (Parent SH1)


	
	Being Bypassed in the Marketing Process
“Because somebody is trying to do something to your child over which you have no control, I think you are always going to feel inherently uncomfortable with it. It’s a question of lack of control.” (Parent SU3)


	
	Abuse of Trust
“I think trust is that your product does what it says. I think trust is always making sure that the product is of good quality. Trust is built by the fact that you bring new technology, new ideas, so you are always trusted to have a great product out there. Trust that it’s manufactured properly, trust your accounting practices are in place, trust that if I make a call to your company to complain about something, I am going to get an answer.” (Company 5)
“…We never let anyone down. Anything that has come up, we’ve handled morally and responsibly, and that is the important thing.” (Company 2)    
********************************************************************
“I think parents are almost overlooked in the process. They pay the money but apart from that, they don’t seem to give a damn…The customer needs to feel decent about buying the product and that they are going to get a benefit from it, not just their child.” (Parent LY3)


	Social
	Maintaining Status for Self and Child
“…I think they [parents] can’t ignore pester power, and they will want to make sure that their kids have the latest product as well because it’s a social responsibility that their kids have the latest playground craze and they’re not discriminated for not having it.” (Company 12)   


	Emotional
	“….there’s lots of anecdotal evidence about dads saying, ‘ well you try to argue for something, you try to explain that it is plastic and it will break within ten minutes, but they wear you down.’ And as an act of submission, they go and buy whatever they have been pestered for, and it does break. But you buy for the moment and that’s how the purchase decision works.” (Company 9)  
********************************************************************  
“I just get so angry about it [pester power]…. They want it because their friends have it; it becomes part of their world. It is the currency of conversation at school.” (Parent SU3)
“We are the only family who doesn’t have a Play Station in George’s class, and we are under a lot of pressure.” (Parent SH1)
“…And it goes on and on until you capitulate. They [children] are powerful personalities… and if you don’t capitulate, Grandma will…She will buy him anything.” (Parent MT3)
“What it [toy advertising] preys on, and I remember feeling exactly the same, at around three to four particularly, was the guilt, the worry that if I am not buying that thing, he’s going to be stunted. It propels you into wasting money…” (Parent SU3)



What these latter quotes reflect is the emotional tension that marketing to children generates and is experienced by parents, leading to feelings of anger, frustration, stress, uncertainty and exploitation. What is also clear from the findings is that despite the many worthy deeds and intentions of toy companies towards children, they are well aware of the impact of their marketing policies on parents but are quick to distance themselves from responsibility.  
Conclusion 
This paper develops the notion of vulnerability by focusing on the characteristics of the vulnerable presented by George Brenkert (1998). We contend that the typology of physically, cognitively, motivationally or socially vulnerable characteristics does not fully explain the parental vulnerability identified in empirical research on marketing in the toy industry. We find parents to be additionally emotionally vulnerable. In exploring this newly identified characteristic of vulnerability, we incorporate an ethics of care perspective which highlights the importance of relationships and emotions. 
For the toy industry, there are some important implications that stem from the research. At a time when toy company margins are coming under increasing pressure, relationships with parents, who play a key role in toy purchasing decisions, do not appear as strong as the toy companies believe them to be. There is a clear message that the companies must work harder at relationship marketing with parents through a range of communication channels to convince them that they genuinely do care about their needs and interests as well as those of their children.  Experience might have taught the companies that targeting parents via their children is what works best but it is a tactic that shows signs of backfiring. Most parents clearly recognised their vulnerability but were not accepting it passively and had developed coping strategies (Heckhausen and Schulz, 1995) with varying degrees of success. For one parent this meant, when choosing toys, she focused on the product itself and no longer cared about the company or brand name, while others claimed to be encouraging their children towards books and music instead of toys. 
Our work on vulnerability strengthens the existing theory specifically in terms of the established forms of vulnerability. By adding emotional vulnerability to the typology of physically, cognitively, motivationally and socially vulnerable, we expand the possible subjects of vulnerability. In this instance, we have explained the inclusion of parents as vulnerable subjects in the arena of marketing to children. However this is one instance based on a small sample and research should proceed to develop the evidence for emotional vulnerability further across other children’s markets and to test it. It is a characteristic that might also have broader relevance. For example, one proposition is that emotional vulnerability is an important dimension of the bereaved. Where an individual has lost a close family member, the form of vulnerability, we contend, includes the element of care for the deceased.
Marketing is fraught with potential ethical pitfalls. Marketing to the vulnerable is still more challenging from an ethics perspective. Here we have shown that we need to reconsider both who is vulnerable and on what basis that vulnerability is determined. Marketers serious about their moral credentials will need to take these new developments into consideration as they develop their marketing approaches. 
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