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ABSTRACT


Children are a growing sector of the consumer market, as such, children are affected by advertisements.  In this study, product placement, a technique used to sell products through media outlets, is closely examined. Data here comes from a content analysis of sixteen non-animated children’s films to compare the amount and type of product placements before and after the pivotal placement of Reese’s Pieces in the 1982 Hollywood film, E.T.  Overall, the findings of this study indicate product placement in children’s films has dramatically increased over time.
Mom I Want That!: A Content Analysis of Product Placement in Non-animated Children’s Films


Schor (2004) argues that children are a more significant force in today’s consumer society than in previous generations.  They possess an ever increasing amount of disposable income causing corporations to increase marketing to this demographic population.  With huge potential profits at stake, marketers are vying for a larger market share of the younger consumer’s dollar, and one technique used is product placement.  Linn (2004:6) describes product placement as, “Businesses [that] strategically position a certain product they are trying to sell in a television show, movie, or book in order to entice the viewer to purchase the item.”  This study examines the amount and types of product placement in non-animated children’s films.
LITERATURE REVIEW:  PRODUCT PLACMENT IN FILMS

McChesney asserts, “There has never been a moment when Hollywood was not tied up with commerce.  From the very moment that Thomas Edison invented the technology, the movies have always been organized as a profit-making venture” (Media Education Foundation 2000:2).  According to Newell, Salmon, and Chang (2006:1) product placement began long before the public took notice of the practice. One of the first occurrences of placement success that drew public attention was the placement of Reese’s Pieces in the 1982 Hollywood film E.T.  However, in 1896, almost a century prior to Reese’s Pieces appearance in E.T., the first product placement on film featured Sunlight Soap (Newell et al. [1922] 2006).  

Newell quips, “The flirtation between movies and consumer goods blossomed into true romance in the late 1920s” (as quoted in Weintraub 2005:1).  The advertising tradition continued to expand throughout the 1900s when product placement took center stage as a mainstream marketing tactic in the Kennedy and Spielberg film, E.T.  In this film, a young boy, Elliot, uses Reese’s Pieces as bait to lure the extra terrestrial (E.T.) to his house.  A few scenes later, the young boy had created a trail of Reese’s Pieces from the living room to his bedroom.


The placement of Reese’s Pieces in E.T. is remembered by Hershey marketing executive Jack Dowd as “the biggest marketing coup in history” and is credited with momentarily tripling candy sales (Newell et al. [1982] 2006:14).  Dowd recalls, “We got immediate recognition for our product, the kind of recognition we would normally have to pay fifteen or twenty million bucks for.  It ended up as a cheap ride” (Newell et al. [1999] 2006:14).  Unarguably, the Reese’s Pieces placement in E.T. is the landmark product placement which brought public attention to the advertising practice.

Reactions to Product Placement


Members of the advertising business praise the technique of product placement in films as an innovative way to reach consumers of all ages and to bring in additional revenue.  According to Linda Swick, president of a product placement and promotional agency, “There’s more of an impact for the consumer when [a brand’s name or product] is in the context of a movie” (as quoted in Nome 2002:1).  Michael Greenberg, president of the California-based Skechers shoe company, notes that product placement in films is “a means of trend-influence marketing” (as quoted in Nome 2002:1).  While individuals in the advertising and marketing field praise the advertising practice, others oppose of the tactic.  

Controversy has surrounded the advertising technique of product placement almost from the beginning.  Newell et al ([1926] 2006:11) noted that “in the 1910s, European theater owners were accused [of] obliterating the trademarks of American products seen in films.”  More recently, negative reactions are even expressed by individuals associated with Hollywood.  Director Curtis Hanson expresses his contempt for the marketing practice; “There’s no upside.  To me the whole thing is an extraneous complication.  The last thing you want to think about is shooting a scene in a way to show off some product” (Lovell 1997:2).  Writer and producer Stuart Gordon said “[product placement] is a double-edge sword.  You can save on the budget by taking products, but you don’t want to turn your film into a commercial” (as quoted by Lovell 1997:2).  One particular area for critique of product placement occurs when the ads target children.

Children As Consumers


Children are becoming a more significant consumer force in the United States today.  Cook (2000) argues that “children have become increasingly portrayed as individualized, autonomous consumers” (p. 287).  Cook explains that marketers once believed that children’s influence was limited to purchases made exclusively in the toy department or at the candy counter.  However, in today’s consumer-oriented society, children are independent consumers, separate from their parents, with natural desires of their own for various commercial products.  


To further the point that children are now independent consumers, McChesney (2005) interviewed economist and consumer expert Juliet Schor on the topic of children as consumers.  Schor attributes the influx of child consumers within the last decade to two central factors:  children now have more parental influence in family purchases than in the past and authoritative parenting has diminished.  “Parents are much more willing to buy kids what [the kids] say they want and also to allow kids to have a voice in the purchase of family items,” adds Schor.  Schor points out, “The market researchers have a lot of data [on children as consumers] to show the companies who make cars, hotels, and ad agencies—and [corporations are] listening to that data” (as quoted in McChesney 2005).   

CONSUMPTION THEORY

One of the most influential works describing the role of consumption on social classes was written by Thorstein Veblen in 1899.  In Theory of the Leisure Class, “Veblen argued that in modern society, wealth, (rather than military prowess) had become the basis of society” (Schor and Holt 2000:xv).  For Veblen, the greater the display of wealth, the higher the social status of a person.  Veblen notes that new trends in consumption first appear in the elite class which then trickles down to the lower classes.

The wealthy communicate their wealth in two ways:  through leisure time and through the consumption of highly visible and expensive goods.  Veblen ([1899] 2000:200) states, “Leisure is honourable and becomes imperative partly because it shows exemption from ignoble labour.”  Schor and Holt (2000:xvi) note, “Central to Veblen’s analyses were the ideas that consuming is a means of social communication; that it communicates class and income differences; and that within a society the valuations of goods are widely shared.”  According to Veblen, the urban population is most likely to purchase luxury goods in order to impress their neighbors.


Veblen describes a leisure class of people who have extra time and money to spend on “conspicuous consumption.”  Although the wealthy demonstrate conspicuous consumption, each social class participates to some degree in consuming as a means to demonstrate wealth.  Veblen ([1899] 2000:196) argues, “No class of society, not even the most abjectly poor, forgoes all customary conspicuous consumption.”  Thus, a lower class woman who cannot afford a new outfit for Easter Sunday may purchase one on credit in order to be well-groomed for her neighbors.  Veblen claims that humans will endure a great deal of discomfort and wretched living conditions before forgoing items used solely for the sake of appearance.


If consumption is to grant high esteem, the item must be a luxury good and not a necessity.  Veblen ([1899] 2000:202) states, “In order to be reputable [the conspicuous expenditure] must be wasteful.”  By using the term wasteful, Veblen means that the item has symbolic value to the purchaser but that item is not imperative to maintaining human life.  Over time, items originally conceptualized as wasteful may come to be viewed as a necessity; for example, cars, disposable diapers, home computers, and cellular phones as seen as a necessity in contemporary American society.  Thus, by purchasing the latest model of a “wasteful” product, a consumer believes he/she will increase his/her social status.


In “The Aesthetic Sense as the Sense of Distinction” (1979), Bourdieu builds upon Veblen’s conspicuous consumption theory.  Bourdieu describes how a person’s preferences and tastes reveal one’s social class.  A person’s learned tastes are used to discriminate among products.  Bourdieu ([1979] 2000:205) explains, “Taste is the basis of all that one has—people and things—and all that one is for others, whereby one classifies oneself and is classified by others.”  Preferences are taught and reinforced by the culture in which one lives.  For example, a person discerns the “correct” clubs to join, clothes to wear, and with whom to associate through one’s culture which may be class based.  Bourdieu ([1979] 2000:205) states, “Aesthetic intolerance can be terribly violent.  Aversion to different life-styles is perhaps one of the strongest barriers between the classes; class endogamy is evidence of this.”


Bourdieu discusses how taste classifies a person into a particular social class.  A person who is well-educated and prefers socially defined “high culture” over “popular culture” uses tastes to form a sense of class identity.  Bourdieu ([1979] 2000:210) points out that “the essential merit of the ‘common people’ is that they have none of the pretensions to art (or power) which inspire the ambitions of the ‘petit bourgeois.’”  The term “petit bourgeois” refers to members of the lower middle class such as routine office workers or small shopkeepers who have a low income (Guralnik 1980:1064).


Social theorist Juliet Schor further expands upon the ideas of both Veblen and Bourdieu.  In her book, The Overworked American, Schor (1992:43) reports that Americans are working longer hours in order to spend more on buying products.  In, Born to Buy (2004), Schor points out that in the United States branded items, such as luxurious vehicles like Lexus and Mercedes-Benz and Disneyworld vacations, have become the social norm.  Because of conspicuous consumption, Schor (2004:11) believes that [in the last decade] American “households spent more, saved less, and took on more debt.”


Schor (1998) describes some reasons why American consumers today over consume.  One reason is the constant pressure to keep up with the mythical “Joneses.”  For example, Schor (1998) notes that “in 1995 alone, Americans spent $7.6 billion on residential lawn care…lawn unkeep has become an important realm of aesthetic standards (that is, taste), enforced by the fear of social disapproval or increasingly, community regulations” (p. 103).  The “aesthetic standards” or “taste” discussed by Schor builds upon Bourdieu’s notion of aesthetic taste as the social factor that separates people into various social classes.


Schor believes that children learn conspicuous consumption by observing the spending habits of their parents.  Schor (2004:11) views children as “conduits from the consumer marketplace into the household, the link between advertisers and the family purse.”  Therefore, if a company is able to entice children to buy its goods, the company opens up a new source of revenue.  She refers to this social trend as the “commercialization of childhood.”  Advertisers are no longer required to placate gatekeepers (parents) to sell products, rather, companies directly market their products and ideas to children.


In Born to Buy (2004), Schor identifies the strategies advertisers have developed to disguise advertisements.  Schor (2004:78) explains, “The origin of what are termed ‘under-the-radar’ practices is called product placement, in which companies pay to have their products included in media programming.”  Most often, corporations pay enormous fees to have their products shown in a movie or a television show.  For example, as an alternative to the regular thirty-second commercials, the WB network made the decision to use “within-program product placement” to increase revenue (Schor 2004:78).  Since viewers may change the channel to avoid watching a standard thirty second commercial, within-program product placement ensures that viewers will see a can of Pepsi an actor is holding in a scene that is integral to the plot of the story.  The higher the television’s ratings or the larger the movie audience, the more money corporations are willing to spend to advertise in this innovative manner.  Children’s movies are now an attractive means for companies to convey a message to their target audience about a product that every child “needs.”

METHODOLOGY 


The data for this study was collected using a content analysis of original and corresponding remade non-animated, children’s Hollywood films to measure the frequency and types of product placements.  For this study, a children’s film was defined as a movie that was rated G, PG, or PG-13 according to the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) rating system.  According to Neuman (2007:363), content analysis is “research in which one examines patterns of symbolic meaning within written text, audio, visual, or other communication medium.”


The sample was drawn from a list of film remakes found on wikipedia.org  To be eligible for analysis, the original film versions had to be released prior to 1982, and the film remakes had to be released after 1982.  The year 1982 was pivotal because in this year the landmark use of Reese’s Pieces as product placement occurred in the children’s film E.T.  This film drew public attention to the practice of product placement and, thus, became a key marketing strategy for various companies.


Movies in the population list in the genres of adult romantic comedy, thriller, horror, and mystery were excluded from the sample as they are not typically considered films with a content directed toward children.  Films that fell into the categories of historical, futuristic, and fantasy were also not included because product placement would not accurately portray the time period of the film’s released.  With those parameters, the total population of films available for analysis was thirty-six.  Due to time constraints, remade movies that were released before the year 2000 were then excluded from the sample.  The final sample comprised sixteen movies and included:  Bad News Bears (1976) and (2005), Cheaper by the Dozen (1950) and (2003), My Friend Flicka (1943) and Flicka (2007), Freaky Friday (1977) and (2003), The Love Bug (1969) and Herbie Fully Loaded (2005), The Shaggy Dog (1959) and (2006), The Reluctant Debutante (1958) and What a Girl Wants (2003), and Yours, Mine, and Ours (1968) and (2005).


Specific types of products were coded that included:  apparel, beverages, food, and other.  Additionally, if the product brand was on a piece of clothing or used by an actor/actress, the race/ethnicity, age, and gender of the person was recorded.  If the race/ethnicity or gender (i.e. infant) could not be determined, the product placement was placed in the not identifiable category.  Cars were not coded due to the frequent occurrence of cars in modern society.  

Each film was viewed two times by the coder to ensure reliability.  The initial time the film was viewed, the coder watched each film without recording products.  The second time the film was viewed, the coder recorded every occurrence of product placement where the brand name or company logo was clearly identifiable.  


One advantage in conducting this content analysis was that no previous research using a content analysis of product placement in Hollywood remakes exist, thus new information was generated.  Another advantage of this research is that by examining the same film in two time periods, the use of product placement as a marketing strategy becomes apparent.  One limitation potentially encountered in this content analysis was that the coder may have missed product placements if it appeared in the form of unfamiliar logos or other references.  Another possible weakness in this study is that the film remake list obtained from Wikipedia may not include the entire population of non-animated children’s films.  Overall, content analysis was the best method to explore how product placement has changed over time in Hollywood films.   

FINDINGS

The findings indicate that overall remake films contain a greater number of product placements.  The films released before 1982 have a combined total length of 15 minutes and 44 seconds of product placement, whereas the films released after 1982 have a combined total length of 99 minutes and 36 seconds of product placement.   


Table 1 compares the films released before 1982 with the post-2000 remakes.

The 1976 film The Bad News Bears contains the most product placement, whereas the 1943 film My Friend Flicka has the least.  The average length of product placement is 52 seconds in pre-1982 films and eight minutes and five seconds in post-2000 remakes.  The 2005 film, Herbie Fully Loaded contains the greatest number of recorded placements (260), while the films My Friend Flicka and Flicka contain no product placements.  Overall, the category entitled “apparel” contains the greatest quantity of product placements (192).   

	Table 1:  Length of Time Product Placement Occurred in Films

	Films Prior to 1982
	Films Since 2000

	Film
	Total Length of Product Placement
	Film
	Total Length of Product Placement

	Bad News Bears
	9 min, 42 sec
	Herbie Fully Loaded
	35 min, 6 sec

	Yours, Mine, and Ours
	4 min, 57 sec
	Cheaper by the Dozen
	24 min, 38 sec

	Freaky Friday
	54 sec
	Bad News Bears
	16 min, 26 sec

	The Love Bug
	37 sec
	Yours, Mine, and Ours
	8 min, 15 sec

	Cheaper by the Dozen
	34 sec
	What a Girl Wants
	8 min, 7 sec

	The Shaggy Dog
	20 sec
	The Shaggy Dog
	4 min, 27 sec

	The Reluctant Debutante
	2 sec
	Freaky Friday
	3 min, 17 sec

	My Friend Flicka
	0 sec
	Flicka
	0 sec

	Total Minutes
	15 min, 46 sec
	Total Minutes
	99 min, 36 sec

	Average
	52 sec
	Average
	8 min, 5 sec


	Table 2: Frequency of Product Placements in Non-animated Children’s Films

	Films Prior to 1982
	Films Post 2000

	Film
	 (f)
	Film
	 (f)

	Bad News Bears
	36
	Herbie Fully Loaded
	260

	Yours, Mine, and Ours
	32
	Cheaper by the Dozen
	188

	Freaky Friday
	10
	Bad News Bears
	74

	The Love Bug
	10
	Yours, Mine, and Ours
	31

	The Shaggy Dog
	7
	The Shaggy Dog
	26

	Cheaper by the Dozen
	4
	What a Girl Wants
	25

	The Reluctant Debutante 
	1
	Freaky Friday
	31

	My Friend Flicka
	0
	Flicka
	0

	Total Placements
	100
	Total Placements
	635

	Average
	12.5
	Average
	79.4


Table 2 illustrates the frequency of product placements in non-animated children’s films increases from the films prior to 1982 to the films released after 2000.

	Table 3: Types of Products Placed in Non-animated Children’s Films

	Types of Products Placed Prior to 1982
	Types of Products Placed Post 2000

	Product
	
	Product
	

	Food
	25
	Apparel
	192

	Apparel
	13
	Automotive
	125

	Alcoholic Beverages
	9
	Other
	105

	Fast Food
	9
	Non-alcoholic Beverages
	77

	Non-alcoholic Beverages
	6
	Food
	41

	Moving Companies
	5
	Electronic Equipment
	28

	Other
	4
	Bags and Backpacks
	16

	Automotive
	3
	Fast Food
	12

	Electronic Equipment
	3
	Athletic Equipment 
	11

	Toy
	3
	Toys
	9

	Athletic Equipment
	1
	Moving Companies
	8

	Bags and Backpacks
	0
	Alcoholic Beverages
	5


Table 3 also compares the films released before 1982 with the post-2000 remakes.  In the films released prior to 1982, food is the product category which contains the most placements (25), while the bags and backpacks category contains the fewest (0).  The most product placement in films released after 2000 occurs in the category of apparel (192) with the least found in alcoholic beverages (5).

DISCUSSION


As children constitute an increasing economic force in today’s marketplace, marketers will continue to use more innovative methods to sell products to young consumers.  This content analysis indicates that product placement has dramatically increased over time in children’s non-animated films.  As product placement has become a key marketing strategy for many corporations, children of all socio-economic backgrounds are affected.  Schor’s (2004:34) research finds that “television viewing varies significantly by race, income, and parental education, with the racial variations being most pronounced.”  Children from homes with less educated parents watch more television (Schor 2004).  The more time spent viewing films and television, the more advertisements young people observe.  This trend has many implications for children, especially for those from lower income households with less educated parents. 


While children from lower class families watch more television than those in the upper classes, the poorer children are, therefore, bombarded with more commercials.  Many of these advertisements are in the form of product placement in various television programs and films.  Additional viewing of product placement leads to an increased desire for consumer goods, particularly in children whose families are least able to afford the extra expense.  If a child sees more advertisements for high sugar, high calorie fast foods that are not healthy for him, he is more likely to request these products, thereby becoming obese from a poor diet and a lack of activity.  The implications of this trend affect all of society in the form of an increased risk of health problems, higher health care costs and, ultimately, higher taxes for everyone.  Thus, product placement is a controversial topic that will be debated long into the future.  With so much at stake for young children, more parents, government officials and companies are taking notice of the effects of product placement on today’s youth.
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