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The Ethical Implications of Gendered Marketing to Children

[bookmark: _Toc497728264]Introduction

The issue of marketing and children has long been a contentious one. It has frequently been questioned whether children should be targeted directly through advertising, given their age and immature understanding (Baines, Fill and Page, 2011). Indeed, research suggests that it takes children up until the age of 12 to understand that they are being advertised to rather than being given facts (Haryanto and Moutinho, 2016.), although this has been refuted by some (Gunter, Oates and Blades, 2004). Nevertheless, this is potentially worrying considering the pervasiveness of current marketing practices. Considering this, should we as a culture be concerned about gender stereotyping in our advertising? Could businesses be re-enforcing harmful gender stereotypes to our children? 

More recently, parents and campaigners have been increasingly vocal about their unhappiness with children’s marketing reinforcing traditional gender roles (Let Clothes Be Clothes, 2017, Perryman, 2017, Ragoonanan, 2017) – something that has been amplified by the power of social media. This has resulted in some retailers making near immediate changes to their advertising (Saner, 2017, Scott, 2017) – however, this has not been without some intense negative scrutiny, and a possible backlash from those companies’ stakeholders (Petter, 2017).

In terms of ethical behaviour in business, one can readily point to issues such as bribery, advertising deception and price collusion (Baines, Fill and Page, 2011). However, the rights and wrongs of gendered marking are harder to define, given the fact that they relate closely to one’s personal beliefs and values. Therefore, this research will attempt to answer whether our businesses have a moral obligation to address gender stereotypes in their advertising. In our current age of increased awareness of gender equality, and our changing societal values, the question is a pertinent one - and one that could potentially shape the future of their younger stakeholders in a more positive way. 


[bookmark: _Toc497728265]A review of relevant literature

According to the CIM (2001), marketing is defined as “The management process of anticipating, identifying and satisfying customer requirements profitably” (Baines, Fill and Page, 2011, p.6). It is also noted that the customer requirement may not be the same as the consumer requirement – case studies point to food items designed for children (the consumer) but marketed to the parent/guardian of the child (the customer) (Baines, Fill and Page, 2011). However, marketing and children is a mix that must have serious considerations. Children are, due to their age and lack of awareness of marketing and media, considered a more vulnerable consumer, and ethical standards in marketing are under huge scrutiny in our current digital age (Parsons, Maclaran, and Chatzidakis, 2017). Some argue that, regardless of the intention of the marketing, it is almost always harmful to children, as it can “train” children to value products for their endorsement and brand, rather than the actual value of the product (Watson, 2014, Tesseras, 2013). 

Many academics agree that ethical practice in marketing has few definite guidelines (Crane and Matten, 2007, The Open University, 2014, Parsons, Maclaran, and Chatzidakis, 2017, Murphy, Laczniak and Harris, 2016.). Due to its arbitrary nature, and the fact that many ethical decisions are primarily down to the values of individuals, it would be hard to put one clear definition on how one can approach ethical marketing. One option is a normative approach for ethical marketing – whereby the ethical decisions of a business should directly correlate to what kind of ethics are in society as a whole (Smith, 2009, Baines, Fill and Page, 2011). However, authors also note that marketing must, to be effective, consider the changing societal values, suggesting that ethics in marketing (and marketing as a whole) is a constantly evolving medium (The Open University, 2014). Laczniak and Murphy (2006) have attempted to correlate the two with the development of their Seven Basic Principles (Baines, Fill and Page, 2011). 

While academics note that gender differences can play a part in consumer behaviour (Palan, K, 2001, FitzGerald, 1997), there is relatively little research into the way gendered advertising affects children. However, in response to current campaigns and equality initiatives there is an increase in literature into the issue and problems thereof of stereotyping and marketing (Bakir and Palan, 2010, Halim et al, 2014). It is noted that children are aware of cultural gender stereotypes from an early age, and that these stereotypes can present themselves through behaviours (Ulrich and Ezan, 2016). It is therefore pertinent, given current equality initiatives such as the UN #HeForShe (HeforShe, 2017) and various negative headlines regarding “toxic masculinity” (Solnit, 2017), to consider negative impacts of our children’s marketing keenly. 
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The research strategy and methodology

Research methodology normally falls into three categories; qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods (mixing both qualitative and quantitative). Quantitative research relies on numerical data to help uncover facts and patterns, while qualitative research explores the reasons behind a certain situation or phenomenon using interviews and opinions (DeFranzo, 2011). To answer the question of whether businesses have a moral obligation to address negative gender stereotypes, it has been decided to follow a qualitative research approach.

Any discussion of ethical behaviours within business will have to rely heavily on the values and ideals of individuals. Consumers use a societal approach, and societal values are hugely influential in how consumers purchase (Baines, Fill and Page, 2011). Therefore, it will be most beneficial to undertake a phenomenological approach to the dissertation data. Phenomenology uses the perspectives of participants to gain a broader understanding of the subject matter and how those individuals interpret their own experiences (Sauro, 2015). It will rely on both interviews and focus groups to gain a deeper understanding of how consumers feel about gendered advertising. 

There is argument among theorists that taking a qualitative approach is less “scientific” that a quantitative approach, due to the involvement of the researcher and its unstructured nature (DeFranzo, 2011). It was initially considered to use a mixed methodology to gather data, as a survey could have been helpful in discovering whether a large number of consumers were concerned about negative gender stereotyping in marketing. However, on further reflection it was decided to use a qualitative approach – the opinions and experiences of key individuals could potentially have more benefit in the discussion of ethics and marketing. Nonetheless, it must be noted that there is further potential to gather quantitative data in this field also.

The primary focus for the research and focus group will be parents/caregivers in the South Wales area, with additional Skype interviews with national bloggers and activists. This is to hopefully add more scope to the research, rather than confine it to the immediate local area.




[bookmark: _Toc497728267]Logistical and ethical considerations

In preparation for the focus group, a “pilot” focus group will take place beforehand. This is to ensure that all questions have merit and are easily understood by the participants (Wikipedia.org, 2017). Ideally, it will take place one to two weeks before the focus groups proper, leaving time to amend and adjust as necessary. 

The attendees of the focus group will primarily be parents/caregivers of children under the age of 12. This is due to the data suggesting that children under 12 are less able to distinguish advertising from basic fact (Haryanto and Moutinho, 2016). It will take place during working hours at the University for ease of access for attendees. It was decided to use parents/caregivers in the focus group, as they ultimately have the purchasing power over what to buy for their children (The Open University, 2014).

While it would be theoretically possible to travel to national locations to conduct further, one-to-one interviews, time is a significant factor, both for the researcher and the interviewees. Therefore, interviews over Skype would be more practical for both involved. A variety of interviewees has been selected, based on their experience within the field of children’s marketing and gender equality. Initial enquiries to these individuals have been sent, along with consent forms. 

It is essential that ethical considerations are upheld stringently, allowing all interviewees the freedom to express their views and experiences confidentially and without judgement. It is also worth noting that the experiences of the focus groups in particular may well involve details about their children, so it is doubly important to adhere to all ethical obligations. Confidentiality will be strictly enforced by changing the name of all participants, unless they expressly state their wish to go on record. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]An ethical consideration form and sample interview questions have been completed and submitted.
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To ensure that all research methods are undertaken in a timely manner, and time is available to analyse said research, the following GANTT chart will be followed.
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