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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY 

Goal and approach
The overall goal of this research report is to identify and assess the risks connected to new advertising formats targeting minors. 
These results are essential to determine what is needed to protect and empower minors so they can grow up as critical and in-
formed consumers. The trajectory is also useful for future trajectories of the AdLit project: developing an advertising cue to trig-
ger critical processing of commercial messages, organizing awareness campaigns, providing guidelines for policy and educational 
programs, etc.

To address the overall goal of this report we investigated minors’ advertising literacy towards new advertising formats they are the 
most exposed to. To be holistic, we also distilled the most important conclusions of previous AdLit research reports to look how 
minors are empowered and protected. Specifically, five key questions are used to structure, describe and discuss the risk analysis: 
1) Which new advertising formats are minors the most exposed to?; 2) What is the current advertising literacy of minors for new 
advertising formats?; 3) How do parents and advertising professionals perceive new advertising formats?; 4) How do schools help 
children and teenagers to cope with new advertising formats?; 5) How are these advertising formats (self-) regulated. The latter 
approach allows for a contextual and holistic understanding of the risks connected to advertising in a new media environment. 

Most important findings: 
To delineate the risky advertising formats, an initial assessment was made based on media usage (What are the most popular 
media children and teenagers use and what advertising formats are especially used on these media?) and difficulty (How difficult 
is the employed advertising format?).  Based on these two criteria, the following advertising formats were perceived as highly 
risky for children: brand integration (e.g., brand placement, AFP, infomercials), advergames and video advertising. For teenagers, 
integrated television advertising formats, video advertising and advertising connected to social media (e.g., profile targeting, social 
media influencers) were labelled as risky formats.

The main body of this report is focused on the study of minors advertising literacy towards the advertising formats that were la-
belled with an average or high risk in the initial assessment. Besides an extensive literature review, many new studies were devoted 
to investigating children’s and teenagers’ knowledge, abilities and skills to cope with new types of advertising. While previous lit-
erature especially focused on minors’ capabilities to recognize and understand advertising, we took into account the multidimen-
sionality of the concept and paid attention to the cognitive, attitudinal and moral dimension of advertising literacy. To formulate it 
differently,   we studied minors’ understanding and recognition, their attitude and judgment towards new advertising formats. A 
total of 10 new studies on minors’ advertising literacy are included in this research report. 
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Core findings on children’s advertising literacy 
In total, 1343 children between the age of 7 and 12 years old participated in either an experimental study or focus group. The 
different studies and the main findings are summarized below. 

�� De Jans, Hudders and Cauberghe (2016a) conducted a 4-level between-subjects experimental study to examine and com-
pare children’s advertising literacy towards television commercials, advergames, online banners and sponsored content. 
In total, 510 children (age 7-12) participated in the study. They found that children are the most positive towards adverga-
mes and especially have difficulties recalling the brand when exposed to online banners. In comparison to television com-
mercials, children have less knowledge and understanding of the other advertising formats. It should be noted, however, 
that they have a good understanding of online banners. Overall, children have a positive stance towards (new) advertising 
formats and label them as a fair practice.

�� De Pauw, De Wolf, Hudders and Cauberghe (2016a) investigated the cognitive and moral advertising literacy of children 
(age 9-11) towards new advertising tactics (personalization, integration and interaction) by means of focus group discus-
sions. The results indicate that children do not know much about new advertising tactics, but once explained they are 
capable of understanding the tactics and formulating examples they have experienced themselves. That said, children 
did struggle with grasping the implicit mechanism of unconscious persuasion. Finally, during the discussion of various 
advertising types it was noticeable how children took multiple perspectives (e.g., consumers, producers, industry) and 
stakeholders (younger children, parents, etc.) into account to formulate a judgement towards these advertising types. 

�� Panic, Cauberghe and De Pelsmacker (2013) examined children’s cognitive and attitudinal reactions towards television 
commercials and advergames. A total of 382 boys and girls between the age of 7 and 9 participated in the study. Their 
study indicates that children are more positive oriented towards advergames than television commercials, but also have 
more difficulties with understanding its persuasive intent. More importantly, it was found how through the positive affec-
tive reactions towards advergames, children were challenged in using their cognitive advertising literacy and cope with 
this integrated advertising format. 

�� Hudders, Cauberghe and Panic (2016a) also examined children’s cognitive and attitudinal reactions towards television 
commercials and advergames, with a total of 78 participants (age 8-9). In line with other studies they showed how chil-
dren are more persuaded by an advergame than by television commercials. Moreover, attitudinal defences were found 
to be more effective than cognitive defences, especially for advergames. Furthermore, cognitive defences only mitigated 
advertising influence when children also had a high attitudinal advertising literacy. 

�� Hudders, Cauberghe, Panic and De Vos (2015) compared children’s attitude and knowledge towards advergames and 
advertising funded programs. 133 children (age 7-9) participated in the study. The results indicate that children are more 
critical towards an advergame, but no differences were found in the understanding the persuasive intent of both formats. 
Again it was showed how mainly attitudinal defences impacted advertising effects (such as pester power and materialism) 
and not cognitive advertising literacy.     

�� Limited attention has been devoted to the advertising literacy towards brand placements. Hudders et al. (2015) studied 
if children recognized and understood latter integrated advertising format. Specifically, a cross-sectional study was set up 
with two different age groups (second versus fifth grade, or 7 versus 12 years-olds). A total of 180 children participated in 
the study. The findings show how children from the fifth grade have a higher cognitive advertising level than children from 
the second grade. However, their increased cognitive level did not decrease brand attitudes. 

Core findings on teenagers’ advertising literacy 
In total, 3304 teenagers between the age of 12 and 18 years old participated in either an experimental or survey study. The differ-
ent studies and the main findings are summarized below. 

�� De Jans, Hudders and Cauberghe (2016b) analysed a biennially survey that measures the digital activity of Flemish teen-
agers, where an entire section was devoted to advertising literacy. A representative sample of 2663 Flemish teenagers 
participated (Mage= 14.51; SD=1.94). The survey shows how teenagers claim to largely resist advertising by avoiding and 
contesting it, and by empowering themselves. Cognitive, attitudinal and moral advertising literacy positively influenced 
advertising avoidance. Moral and attitudinal advertising literacy positively influenced advertising contesting. A negative 
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relationship, however, was found between cognitive advertising literacy and contesting advertising. The results further 
confirm that mainly attitudinal mechanisms ensure teenagers to resist advertising and persuasion intent. Finally, it was 
found how teenagers who possess more media score higher on cognitive advertising literacy. 

�� Zarouali, Ponnet, Walrave and Poels (2016a) studied how adolescents process retargeted Facebook advertisements, using 
a 2 x 2 between subjects experimental design. In total, 365 adolescents between 16 and 18 years old participated. The 
study reveals how adolescents prefer to purchase a product in a retargeted ad than in a general non-retargeted one. 
However, retargeted ads also lead to a higher ad scepticism than the non-retargeted ad, which in turn leads to a lower 
purchase intention. The participants who scored higher on privacy concern were also more sceptical towards retargeting. 
No such relationship was found for non-retargeted ads. 

�� In another study Zarouali, Poels, Ponnet and Walrave (2016b) studied teenagers’ (age 14-16) advertising literacy towards 
social advertising. A total of 276 teenagers participated in the two experimental studies. The authors show how peer com-
munication among teenagers in the context of social networking sites leads to a lower cognitive adverting literacy towards 
social advertising. Moreover, peer communication among teenagers with whom they have a strong connection (strong 
tie) have lower levels of cognitive advertising literacy towards social advertising in comparison to those with whom they 
have a weak connection (weak tie).  

Core findings on vulnerable audiences’ advertising literacy 
�� Little to no studies have been devoted to the advertising literacy of vulnerable audiences. Because of the shortcomings in 

the literature Lissens and Bauwens (2016) set up a qualitative study with respondents (n=59; age 11-13) from disadvan-
taged backgrounds to discuss their opinions and perceptions on new advertising formats. First, it was noticeable how the 
pre-adolescents were savvy and elaborate when discussing new advertising formats. Most of the respondents, however, 
referred to advertising formats they observed in the public environment or in traditional media (not new media related 
advertising formats). Finally, the authors also noted how their respondents also mentioned consumer television shows on 
foreign channels. The latter affects the amount and nature of advertising they are exposed to. 

Core findings on minors’ protection and empowerment
Besides the study of minors’ advertising literacy, attention was also devoted to how their surrounding offers protection and em-
powerment. These studies are discussed extensively in other AdLit research reports. 

�� Daems and De Pelsmacker (2015b) studied advertising professionals’ (survey (n=90) and interview study (n=10) and par-
ents’ (survey (n=436)) perspective towards new advertising formats. In their study they found how parents argued that 
children are capable of understanding different advertising formats form 12 years of age onwards. Overall, new adver-
tising formats are perceived as being ethically and morally acceptable to use from the age of 12 to 13. Finally, children 
should learn about commercial intentions around 10 years of age. Advertising professionals have a surprisingly similar 
view as parents: it is perceived as ethical and morally acceptable to use new advertising techniques from the age 12 to 
13 years old; when children reach the age of 12 they are perceived as old enough to identify and understand new adver-
tising tactics and from the age 9 to 10 children should be made aware of the persuasion and selling intent of advertising. 
Although no major differences were found between the two groups, it may be argued that parents embrace a slightly 
more protective discourse, whereas advertising professionals underline the agency of minors – especially teenagers – and 
adhere a discourse of empowerment.

�� De Pauw, Hudders and Cauberghe (2016b) studied parents’ current level of advertising literacy and the advertising medi-
ation style they adopt among their children. A total of 300 parents participated in the survey study. Most of the parents 
claim to be aware of the existence of contemporary advertising formats, except for advergames. Moreover, they claim to 
be critical towards new advertising formats and find it important to know when they are exposed to advertising. Although 
parents indicate to talk with their children about the selling intent of advertising, they admit to rarely bring up new for-
mats when discussing advertising with their children. 

�� Adams, Schellens and Valcke (2015a, 2015b) studied how the Flemish educational system helps children and teenagers 
cope with new advertising formats. It was found that in both primary and secondary education attention is devoted to 
advertising literacy. No curriculum standards, however, are formulated for toddlers. Furthermore, it seems that especially 
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classic advertising formats are exemplified in the curricula, whereas new advertising formats are less or not mentioned. 
Various educational packages have been developed to aid teachers in increasing minors’ advertising literacy. Unfortunate-
ly, these packages are mostly directed to primary education (-12). 

�� Verdoodt, Lievens, Lambrecht, Valcke and Hellemans (2015, 2016) analysed how commercial communication aimed at 
minors is regulated at both the EU level and national level. In their analysis they took into account legislation (e.g., the 
AVMS Directive, the e-Commerce Directive) and alternative regulatory instruments (e.g., ICC code). Their studies show 
that, as a general principle marketers are legally required to identify digital commercial communications as commer-
cial content. However, at the moment, only very few legislative requirements on the actual implementation in practice 
exist and alternative regulatory instruments, which contain the same obligation, only offer limited guidance. This gives 
rise to legal uncertainty both for advertisers and consumers. Aside from the identification requirement, the regulatory 
framework contains a broad variety of provisions in relation to the content of the commercial communication (e.g. food 
or alcohol ads aimed at children). Finally, format-specific requirements exist, but only in relation to certain formats: i.e. 
product placement and sponsoring rules for traditional advertising formats and rules on behavioural ads for new adver-
tising formats. The various rules are enforced both by government regulators (e.g. Flemish Media Regulator) and self-reg-
ulatory bodies (e.g. the Jury for Ethical Practices in Advertising; JEP). Currently, however, very few decisions that relate 
specifically to new forms of commercial communication and children have been issued. There may be several reasons that 
could explain this finding: a lack of awareness of citizens that complaints with regard to digital advertising formats may 
be submitted, for instance to the JEP; uncertainty for regulators whether specific rules are applicable to new advertising 
formats; lack of resources of regulators to instigate investigations on their own initiative; or compliance by advertisers. 

After an overview of the studies conducted within the AdLit project, a final risk assessment is discussed. Television commercials 
pose a lower risk for minors as they are clearly distinguished from media content and labelled as commercial content. Moreover, 
many schools teach children how to cope with these commercials from the age of eight. More embedded and hybrid advertising 
formats pose a greater threat. Not only because schools do not yet teach children how to cope with these formats, minors also 
have less experience with them and they are not clearly indicated as advertising. In addition, parents’ knowledge of these embed-
ded formats is rather limited and they rarely discuss these advertising formats with their children. Accordingly, we can conclude 
that the risk assessment for these embedded and hybrid advertising formats is high. 
Therefore, AdLit suggests an all-round approach in which minors are stimulated to develop their advertising literacy by their envi-
ronment. An all-round approach suggests including minors’ immediate environment (i.e. parents and schools) and their non-im-
mediate environment (i.e. advertising professionals and policy makers). To conclude this report, we will discuss the future policy 
guidelines: 

�� Need to develop an advertising disclosure
�� Increasing general knowledge of advertising among minors and train minors on how to cope with advertising
�� Increasing parent’s advertising literacy and their parental mediation
�� Increasing awareness among advertising professionals
�� Increasing citizen awareness of complaint mechanisms and better regulatory coordination

The following two years, AdLit will work on initiatives involving not only children, teenagers and vulnerable minors, but also par-
ents, advertising professionals, educational professionals, policy makers and all other stakeholders able to empower children’s 
advertising literacy. 
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The ways we communicate have been altered substantially by new media. Smartphones, tablets and laptops surround us and 
can be considered an integral part of our lives that facilitate communication. Certainly young people are increasingly using online 
media to connect with their friends, watch videos and play videogames. The importance of new media for young people has not 
escaped the attention of advertising professionals who are increasingly using new media to spread commercial messages in various 
ways. Although advertising reaches us into nearly all areas of our lives through the omnipresence of new media, the overall goal 
of advertising has not changed, that is getting our attention and convincing us to buy a product. The tactics used to accomplish the 
latter, however, have altered substantially. Commercial messages are often integrated in the media content and the lines between 
‘content’ and ‘advertising’ becomes a blur (e.g., advertiser funded program). Moreover, children are often encouraged to actively 
engage with the commercial content (e.g., advergames). In addition, much personal information that is posted online is also col-
lected and re-used to personalize advertisements (e.g., banner ads or social media advertising). Finally, it should be noted that in 
general many new advertising formats are highly entertaining. Obviously, advertising has gone through a massive transformation 
and, consequently, also challenges one’s advertising literacy or an individual’s knowledge, abilities and skills to cope with advertis-
ing (Boush, Friestad & Rose, 1994; Buijzen, van Reijmersdal & Owen, 2010). Especially minors have difficulties to recognize these 
new advertising formats and process them critically. This suggests that they are at risk to be persuaded by advertising without 
being aware of this. This risk is higher for advertising formats which are often used by marketers to target minors. Therefore, the 
overall aim of the current research report is to identify and assess the risks related to advertising formats in a new media envi-
ronment targeting minors aged 6 to 18 (referred to ‘risk analysis’ in the remainder of this report). 

Throughout the report five key questions will be addressed which we consider crucial when formalizing the risk analysis (see ta-
ble 1). Specifically,  we pay attention to how minors are targeted and to what advertising formats they are most exposed to (Q1), 
their knowledge, abilities and skills to cope with new advertising formats (Q2), as well as to how their immediate (Q3, Q4) and 
non-immediate (Q5) surrounding empowers and protects them. We believe that this contextual and holistic approach is necessary 
to adequately identify and assess the risks of advertising in a new media environment. At the end of the report we discuss and 
summarize the risk analysis and emphasize what is needed to empower and protect minors.

Before we start with discussing and answering the key questions put forward in the risk analysis we will theoretically disentangle 
the advertising literacy concept and highlight the importance of advertising literacy in a new media environment. 

Section Key question 

3 Q1: Which new advertising formats are minors the most exposed to?
4-6 Q2: What is the current advertising literacy of minors for new advertising formats?
7-8 Q3: How do parents and advertising professionals perceive new advertising formats?
9 Q4: How do schools help children and teenagers to cope with new advertising formats?
10 Q5: How are these advertising formats (self-) regulated?

Table 1. Identification and assessment of the risks connected to new advertising formats targeting minors: key questions
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2.1.	 RECONSIDERING ADVERTISING LITERACY 
Over the years many different studies have investigated minors’ advertising literacy, which refers to children’s knowledge and skills 
to cope with advertising (Boush et al., 1994). Figure 1 gives an overview of the advertising literacy concept (see page 13).  The 
automatic, affective reactions children hold towards persuasive messages can be attenuated by activating the advertising literacy 
of children (See figure 1, route 2). Friestad and Wright (1994) differentiate between declarative/factual knowledge, defined as the 
domain-specific content knowledge (here: related to market principles); and procedural knowledge, defined as the knowledge on 
how to perform certain activities as acquired through inferences from existing declarative/factual knowledge. Although recent 
studies related to advertising literacy and children rarely distinguish between both types of knowledge, we follow recent insights 
(Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Rozendaal et al., 2011; Waiguny, Nelson & Terlutter, 2014) by explicitly conceptualizing dispositional 
(referring to factual knowledge) and situational (referring to procedural knowledge) advertising literacy as two important facets 
within children’s advertising literacy (See figure 1, route 3 and 4).

An individual’s dispositional advertising literacy can be defined as the knowledge, skills and abilities consumers possess regarding 
persuasion in an advertising context (See Figure 1, route 3). It can be referred to as an associative network, or a schemer schema 
(Wright, 1986). The associative network theory, originating from the pioneering work of Anderson and Bower (1973), approaches 
the human brain as a network of separate interconnected chunks of information (nodes). These nodes can either be semantic (i.e. 
refer to a subject, object or category) or emotional (i.e. refer to a feeling or emotional state) in nature (Bower, 1981). Making an 
information chunk prominent will automatically trigger the network of interconnected nodes through a network ‘spreading acti-
vation’ process. The stronger the network association, the easier it becomes to retrieve certain information or memories (Keller, 
1993). Dispositional advertising literacy consists of an entity of information nodes related to advertising that can be activated when 
confronted with a persuasive attempt (Friestad & Wright, 1994). These information nodes have cognitive, affective and moral 
meanings related to advertising. First, the cognitive information node refers to the knowledge children have on the intentions of 
advertising (e.g. ‘advertising is trying to sell something’). Second, the affective information node refers to the affective attitudes (in 
terms of liking or disliking) towards advertising in general and specific advertising formats. Finally, the morel information node re-
fers to an individual’s ability to develop thoughts about the appropriateness of specific advertising formats (Hudders et al., 2016b). 
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Figure 1. Advertising literacy: concept and dimensions (Hudders et al., 2016b)



14www.AdLit.be Risk Analysis - Chapter II

Situational advertising literacy (See Figure 1, route 4) refers to the thoughts and actions an individual undertakes in direct anticipa-
tion of a persuasive attempt, as well as during or after exposure. It refers to 1) the recognition of a persuasive attempt, and 2) the 
critical reflection on this attempt. Recognizing a persuasive attempt is the prerequisite for the critical reflection to be activated and 
stimulate conscience processing of the persuasive message. The critical reflection which follows upon the recognition will be based 
on the knowledge one has required in its associative network. The cognitive, affective and moral knowledge one has retrieved will 
influence the level of critical processing when children are exposed to persuasive attempts. Critical reflection entails reflections 
on questions such as ‘Which persuasive strategies have been used?’, ‘Which impact does this specific strategy has on me?’, ‘Is this 
specific strategy appropriate the use?’. Hence, the dispositional advertising literacy plays a crucial role here.  

Coping skills (See figure 1, route 5) are an important aspect of an individual’s advertising literacy and are the crucial connection 
between dispositional and situational advertising literacy (Friestad & Wright, 1994). These coping skills refer to one’s ability “to 
recognize, analyse, interpret, evaluate, and remember persuasion attempts and to select and execute coping tactics believed to be 
effective and appropriate” (Friestad & Wright, 1994). This skill determines the extent, speed and accuracy to which the relevant 
(cognitive, moral and affective) information nodes can be activated in the associative network (dispositional) and helps individ-
uals to activate the matching coping strategy which is required when exposed to a certain ad (situational). Hence, strengthening 
this facet will make the process of selecting the relevant coping strategy more automatic when being exposed to advertising.  
The last component which is included in the model is the general attitude toward advertising (See figure 1, route 6). This general 
evaluation of advertising practices, or put in other words, one’s level of advertising irritation, will influence the overall processing 
of persuasive messages. 

As shown in figure 1, the process of advertising is complex to comprehend and certainly not self-evident. An early study of Hen-
riksen (1996) can serve as an example. In her study, Henriksen (1996) instructed children to buy or sell certain objects. Children 
were seated between Bert and Ernie (Sesame Street dolls). Bert, Ernie and the child each received an equal amount of fictitious 
money and toys. In the study they were instructed to sell/buy toys either directly (e.g., “you buy a train from Ernie”) or indirectly 
(e.g., “Make Bert sell a train to Ernie”). She found that in the youngest group (ages 6 – 7) two out of three children were able to 
perform buying correctly, whereas only one out of three was able to perform selling correctly. The older group (ages 8-9) had less 
difficulties. Four out of five were able to buy correctly, whereas three out of four performed selling correctly. The children showed 
greater competence when selling/buying toys directly than indirectly. Regardless of these instructions the task performance of 
selling toys was lower than buying toys. This experiment exemplifies how children are even struggling with the very notions of 
buying and selling. Besides this basic understanding, however, other and more profound skills are necessary to process advertising 
in a critical manner, skills that can be referred to as advertising literacy. 

In the following subsections we discuss the dimensions of advertising literacy more in depth as well as how they are developed 
throughout childhood and adolescence. 

2.2.	 DISPOSITIONAL ADVERTISING LITERACY 
An individual’s dispositional advertising literacy can be referred to as an associative network that consists of an entity of informa-
tion nodes related to advertising that can be activated when confronted with a persuasive attempt. As mentioned above, these 
nodes may have a cognitive, attitudinal and moral meaning related to advertising. The cognitive dimension refers to the knowledge 
and skills concerning advertisements. Over the years, advertising literacy has mainly been approached form a cognitive perspec-
tive (e.g., recognition of advertisements, understanding the selling and persuasive intent, knowing the persuasive tactics that are 
employed, recognizing the source, etc.). The moral dimension reflects individuals’ ability to develop thoughts about the appropri-
ateness of specific advertising formats and the general moral evaluations individuals hold toward these formats (e.g., advergames, 
brand placement or TV commercials) and advertising in general. Finally, the attitudinal dimension can be described as a general set 
of learned attitudes toward advertising in general on the one hand, and toward specific advertising formats on the other hand. To 
sum up, a high level of dispositional advertising literacy is equal to recognizing and understanding advertising, adhering a critical 
and nuanced attitude and being capable of judging advertising. 
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It cannot be assumed that minors possess a high level of advertising literacy. Instead, it is a developmental process that is strongly 
related to children’s cognitive maturation and encompasses multiple skills concerning memory, cognitive resources, message-pro-
cessing and theory of mind, that is the intuitive understanding of one’s own and other people’s mental states (Premack & Wood-
ruff, 1978). AAs children grow older their advertising literacy also increases (Rozendaal et al., 2011). John (1999) argues that three 
phases can be distinguished in how children comprehend and cope with advertising. Each of these phases will be discussed in light 
of the dimensions of advertising literacy. 

In the perceptual phase (age 3-7) children are positive about advertising but have difficulties in taking the perspective of another 
and are thus mostly ignorant with respect to the persuasive intentions of advertisements. The cognitive skills of children in this 
age category are mostly characterized by perceptual features and distinctions. Hence, ‘brands’ or ‘retail stores’ might be familiar 
concepts to them, but they rarely develop an abstract level of understanding (e.g., from the age of 5 onwards they are able to dis-
tinguish commercials from programs, but have difficulties with explaining the difference between the two). They make decisions 
based on very limited information (e.g., choosing products based on ‘size’ or ‘attractiveness’) and approach situations from an 
egocentric perspective. In general, it may be argued that children have a positive but naïve attitude towards advertising, a limited 
understanding, and a very limited ability to develop deep though on appropriateness and fairness. 

In the analytical phase (age 7-11) changes take place both on a cognitive and social level. Their information processing abilities, 
understanding of the marketplace and more complex knowledge about advertising develops. Moreover, they move beyond an 
egocentric perspective and their own feelings and motives. Children also tend to perceive and judge products on more than one 
dimension and adopt a more abstract level of reasoning which allows them to process advertiser’s motives (e.g., trying to get peo-
ple to buy something). Children from the age of 8 are more critical and no longer believe that advertising always tells the truth. To 
sum up, children in this phase have a more developed understanding of advertising and typically recognize commercial content. 
Their attitude is also more developed by being sceptic towards the truthfulness of advertisements. Moreover, because of their 
more abstract level of reasoning they are also able to shift between perspectives and develop a basic moral judgement.

Finally, in the reflective phase (age 11-16) a more complex understanding begins to emerge. Knowledge about advertising and 
branding becomes even more nuanced and sophisticated, along with the de development of social skills. Because children move 
into adolescence their own identity becomes more prominent and more attention is devoted to social aspects and decisions are 
more dependent on the specific situation.  Children in the reflective phase are also more critical (and often more negative) and 
question the truthfulness of advertising and are able to using nuances of voice. Children in the reflective phase thus typically 
adhere a nuanced, but predominantly negative attitude towards advertising. The latter, however, provides them with a better 
understanding of why commercials can be untruthful. Their cognition has matured – although even at the age of 14 the level of un-
derstanding is not comparable to that of adults (Boush et al., 1994). Because social awareness and attention towards their (social) 
surrounding a more advanced level of moral judgement is possible. 

 It is generally assumed that children are more affected by and susceptible to advertising, while teenagers are supposedly less 
vulnerable to these persuasive effects as they have a higher advertising literacy level. Dorr (1986) argues that teenagers possess a 
greater understanding of persuasive techniques that helps them “evaluate advertising claims sensibly and gain more control over 
the type and amount of influence commercials exert on them” (p. 52). However, it is debated whether teenagers’ advertising liter-
acy has already fully matured (Van Reijmersdal, Lammers, Rozendaal & Buijzen, 2016). During adolescence, cognitive abilities along 
with information processing skills are still developing (Boush, et al. 1994; Friestad & Wright 1994). This means that adolescents’ 
knowledge of advertising techniques and persuasion strategies are not entirely developed.  Certainly for new advertising formats 
their knowledge about these techniques may be limited due to inexperience and unfamiliarity (Mangleburg, Grewal, & Bristol 
1997; Verhellen, Oates, De Pelsmacker & Dens, 2014). Consequently, this suggest the possibility that adolescents may not be fully 
able to critically reflect on advertising on a conscious level, making them a group of consumers at risk of unwanted persuasion 
effects (Nairn & Fine, 2008). 
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Lapierre (2015) indicates the process of understanding advertising and persuasion takes time and practice. Moreover, children 
need to learn to apply their dispositional advertising literacy and cope with the challenges a particular persuasion attempt brings 
along. The latter brings us to situational advertising literacy. 

2.3.	 SITUATIONAL ADVERTISING LITERACY 
Situational advertising literacy refers to the thoughts and actions an individual undertakes in direct anticipation of a persuasive 
attempt, as well as during or after exposure. Whereas dispositional advertising literacy refers to possessing knowledge, skills and 
abilities to process persuasion and advertising, situational advertising literacy refers to actually using and applying the latter when 
exposed to advertising. 

The development of dispositional advertising literacy encloses cognitive, emotional and moral development in general (see 2.2). 
The development of situational literacy is more closely related to coping with a specific persuasion attempt. Specifically, the devel-
opment of two abilities are central: executive functioning (e.g., inhibitory control and attentional flexibility) and emotion regulation 
(i.e. the ability to control one’s emotional experiences and expressions) for an overview, see Rozendaal, LaPierre, van Reijmersdal, 
& Buijzen, 2011). When minors are less able to control inhibitions and control their impulses they are more likely to immediately 
respond to the perceptually salient and appealing features of the message. Then, because they have a hard time controlling their 
attention, they will be unable to shift their attention away from the affect-based message and focus on their advertising literacy. 
Lastly, because advertising is often highly entertaining it becomes difficult to not being overwhelmed by emotions. To sum up, the 
development of situational advertising literacy entails the control of impulses, attention and emotions. Applying knowledge, skills 
and abilities one’s developed seems self-evident.

2.4.	 ADVERTISING LITERACY IN A NEW MEDIA 
FORMAT 

New advertising formats challenge children and teenagers given the integration of commercial messages in the media content and 
its fun and engaging nature. To understand advertising literacy in a new media environment in all its complexity it is first necessary 
to zoom in on the new tactics that are used to target minors. Various new tactics characterize the new advertising formats – wheth-
er or not combined. A first tactic is integration, which refers to a blurring or collapse between media content and the commercial 
message. The commercial message is integrated into the media content, hereby not disrupting the latter like in a traditional TV 
commercials. Three types of integration can be distinguished: format, thematic and narrative (Buijzen, Van Reijmersdal, & Owen, 
2010). Format integration refers to an integration of the commercial message into the editorial context (e.g., magazine advertise-
ment providing information about a product in the style of an article). Advertisements that are placed around thematically congru-
ent content are referred to as thematic integration (e.g., sports brands logo at a football game). Finally, narrative integration refers 
to an integration of a commercial message into the narrative of certain media content (e.g. brand placement in a movie). A second 
tactic relies on interaction. Traditional mass media leave little room for users to interact with the media content and commercials. 
New media technologies, however, allow users more agency. First, people can be interactive with advertisements by managing 
different types of settings (e.g. managing Facebook adverts or Google profile). Moreover, because of the blur between media 
content and the commercial message some formats encourage people to play with advertisements (e.g., advergames). Finally, 
some formats urge people to make/share commercials (e.g., draw an ad). Many new formats rely on personalization, which can be 
considered a third tactic. Through the emergence of social media, especially social networking sites, a lot of personal information is 
shared in these contexts. In turn, this information is used to tailor advertising to an individual’s characteristics or interests (Sundar 
& Marathe, 2010). Finally, new advertising formats are highly entertaining and appeal to the emotions of minors, which challenges 
them to activate their advertising literacy and cope with new advertising formats. 
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It should be clear by now that these new tactics used by advertising professionals to target children and teenagers demand a high 
level of advertising literacy, so minors can develop themselves as critical, informed consumers. Moreover, because new advertise-
ments are often ‘hidden’ and appeal to the emotions of minors it is necessary to theoretically disentangle and update the concept 
and also pay attention to the attitudes and judgment of minors, besides recognizing and understanding new advertising formats. 
In particular, Hudders, De Pauw, Cauberghe, Panic, Zarouali, and Rozendaal (2016b) suggest that advertising literacy needs to 
be triggered when children are exposed to persuasive messages to be able to counterbalance the automatic affective reactions 
evoked by the fun and entertaining character of current advertising formats (See figure 1, route 1). Buijzen et al. (2010) developed 
a framework which explains children’s processing of commercial content (PCMC model). In this model, a distinction is made be-
tween three types of processing, i.e. systematic (high elaboration), heuristic (moderate elaboration) and automatic (low elabora-
tion) processing. According to the PCMC, the level of elaboration will depend on the fit between required and allocated resources 
to process a persuasive message. High elaboration (and thus systematic processing) will only occur when both allocated and re-
quired resources to process a persuasive message are high. In the other cases, heuristic or automatic processing will occur. As the 
limited capacity model of message processing (Lang, 2000) suggests,  individuals only have limited resources to process a message 
and these resources need to be subdivided between the three underlying processes of information processing, namely message 
encoding, storage and retrieval, the instances in which a child will process the media content in a systematic way will be limited.

Especially for embedded and hybrid ad formats, which often involve simultaneous processing of media and commercial content, 
a mismatch is likely to occur between required and allocated resources, leading to a higher cognitive load (which is defined as the 
total amount of mental resources required to perform a certain task (Paas & Van Merriënboer 1994) and automatic or heuristic 
processing of the persuasive message. Heuristic processing implies that people are influenced by simple decision rules (e.g. a high 
price implies a high quality (Gigerenzer 2008)). When automatic processing occurs, individuals are not elaborating the message el-
ements, but are seduced by peripheral cues. In this case, persuasion occurs in an implicit and automatic way, through affect-based 
learning mechanisms, such as evaluative conditioning, mere exposure, and preconscious emotional associations induced by the 
fun and entertaining media context (Chartrand, 2005; De Houwer, Thomas, & Baeyens, 2001; Dijksterhuis, Smith, van Baaren, & 
Wigboldus, 2005; Evans & Park, 2015). In conclusion, the PCMC model implies that when encountering new advertising formats, 
children will be implicitly persuaded through heuristic or automatic processing. 

Now that we have shortly summarized the importance of advertising literacy we commence with the risk analysis in section 3. It 
should be noted that throughout the risk analysis it is our intention to take into account the layering of the advertising literacy con-
cept and pay attention to the cognitive, attitudinal and moral dimension as well as to how advertising literacy is applied by minors.
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The goal of this section is to map minors’ media usage and the various new advertising formats used on popular media to address 
the first question in the risk analysis: “Which new advertising formats are minors the most exposed to?” First, we will map mi-
nors’ media usage, given that their media is a good proxy to estimate the exposure occurrence to certain advertising formats. Next, 
we will examine which formats are the most popular in these media. This approach enables us to detect the advertising formats 
children and teenagers are the most exposed to and also paves the road in investigating children’s advertising literacy towards 
these formats (see section 4-6).   

3.1.	 MINORS’ MEDIA ACTIVITY 
Newspapers and magazines. In general, newspapers and magazines have lost many of their readers. After the turn of the century 
these classic media have made way for les traditional media formats, such as the personal computer and the internet. Nowadays, 
children rarely read magazines and even less so newspapers. Van Coillie & Raedts (2014) found that 45.1% (between the ages of 
9-12 in Flanders) never reads magazines and that almost 50% never reads newspapers. A similar trend can be seen among teen-
agers. Only one out of four teenagers (between the ages of 15-18 in Belgium) reads a newspaper on a daily basis (Eurobarometer, 
2014). Of course, more and more newspapers and magazines are now available online, hereby also drawing the attention of young 
consumers. 49% of the Dutch population between the ages of 13-17 consults the newspaper digitally (GFK, 2013). To be informed 
most teenagers rely on social media. 70.5% indicate to be informed primarily through social media (Apestaartjaren, 2016).   

Radio. Most Flemish families listen to the radio on a daily basis (Vanhaelewyn, Pauwels, Maes & De Marez, 2014). Not much is 
known about children’s radio usage. About 58% of teenagers listens to the radio almost every day (Eurobarometer, 2014). Because 
of the digital evolution, the radio is also listened to on other platforms, such as the smartphone, computer and tablet. However, 
traditional devices are still preferred (Vanhaelewyn et al., 2014).  

Television. Most children and teenagers watch television together with friends and/or family (Van Bauwel, 2010). Despite the 
strong presence of online media, television remains extremely popular among minors. For children, watching television can be 
considered the most popular media activity, together with gaming (Van Coillie & Raedts, 2014; Apestaartjaren, 2016). Seven out of 
ten watches more than four hours of TV every week (Van Coillie & Raedts, 2014). Four out of ten teenagers watches between one 
and two hours of television on a weekday (European Social Survey, 2012). The digitalization of the television has made watching 
on demand or postponed very popular among teenagers (Van Bauwel, 2010), hereby putting aside the traditional linear model. 
Increasingly often television content is consumed on other devices, such as the tablet or smartphone (Vanhaelewyn et al., 2014; 
Vanhaelewyn et al., 2016). More than half of the families in Flanders also have a Smart TV at home (Apestaartjaren, 2016).

Computer and Internet. 98% of the Flemish families with children have a computer at home (Apestaartjaren, 2014; Apestaartjaren, 
2016). In 2014 38% of children (9-12 years old) had a computer of their own (Apestaartjaren, 2014), in 2016 this further increased 
to two thirds (Apestaartjaren, 2016). Young children (3-4 years old) mainly search for video clips online (e.g. YouTube) and play 
online games. As they grow older they also expand their motives to go online, such as information seeking and doing homework. 
Social networking sites (SNS) are also increasingly popular among children. Different sites, such as the Ketnet website or Wanago-
go, now integrate different social-media like features into their websites. Playing games, however, can be considered their main 
online activity (Apestaartjaren, 2016). 

Most teenagers own a laptop (93%) and are connected to the internet (Apestaartjaren, 2014; FOD Economie, 2014a). Facebook, 
YouTube and digital learning environments (e.g., Smartschool) are the most popular websites (Apestaartjaren, 2016). Communi-
cating with peers is very important to teenagers. To do this they do not rely on e-mail, but mainly use chat functions integrated 
in SNSs. Playing games can be considered a shared interest between children and teenagers. A big difference, however, can be 
noticed between boys and girls, who respectively play 14 hours a week and less than 6 hours a week on average. Whereas, chil-
dren mostly play games online, teenagers are preoccupied with their social network and especially drawn to social media such as 
Facebook and Snapchat (Apestaartjaren, 2016).
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Mobile phone. More than half of the children (age 9-12) own a mobile phone in Flanders (Apestaartjaren, 2014). The device is 
mostly used for sending text messages and calling. However, the emergence of the smartphone made sure that different sorts of 
applications are also installed and used. Moreover, 48% of the applications installed were reported to be games (e.g., Flappy Bird) 
(Apestaartjaren, 2014). Especially teenagers are very active when it comes to their mobile phone behaviours. Almost every teen 
has his/her own mobile phone, of which 92,3% who have a smartphone (Apestaartjaren, 2016). Sending text messages is still very 
popular. However, new communication apps, such as Snapchat and WhatsApp, are also used regularly. Most of the time teenagers 
download free applications. 66% reported to have never paid for a mobile application (Apestaartjaren, 2014). Most teenagers pre-
fer free games, songs and music videos with advertisements than paying for media without advertisements (56.2%) (ibid., 2016). 

  
Tablet. In 2014 33% of the Belgian households who have an internet connection owned a Tablet (FOD Economie, 2014b). Nowa-
days, 17.9% of children and 40.6% of teenagers have their own tablet (Apestaartjaren, 2016). Especially games and social media 
are popular apps used on the tablet. 

Analysing the media usage of children and minors we can definitely say that a variety of online media is used. Moreover, different 
types of media converge and seem to fulfil similar needs. For example, teenagers use mobile phones to call and send text mes-
sages, but also to browse websites, watch videos and play games. Besides media convergence it also seems that multiple screens 
are used simultaneously, e.g., a child playing a video game on tablet while watching a movie on television. Table 2 summarizes the 
activity level on each medium for children (age 6-12) and teenagers (age 12-18). To sum up, we can conclude that classic media 
such as newspapers and magazines are not popular with both children and teenagers. The television, tablet and computer and 
internet on the other hand are extremely popular and are part of their everyday life. Although more and more children have a mo-
bile phone, it is especially teenagers who use mobile phones to keep connected to their social network anywhere and at any time. 

Media Newspaper/ 
magazine 

Radio Television Computer 
and Internet

Mobile 
Phone

Tablet

Children  
(-12) 

Low Average High High Average High

Teenagers 
(12-18)

Low Average High High High High

Table 2. Media activity of children and teenagers (Low, Average, High)

3.2.	 IDENTIFICATION AND ASSESSMENT OF NEW 
AND POPULAR ADVERTISING FORMATS 

Considering the media activity of minors we first identify the formats that are especially used on these media to target children and 
teenagers. We solely focus on advertising formats on television, computer and internet, mobile phone and tablets. Next, these for-
mats will be further assessed taking into account popularity and difficulty of the particular format. Table 3 provides an overview of 
the advertising formats children and/or teenagers are the most exposed to. For a complete description of the advertising formats 
and its tactics we refer to Daems and De Pelsmacker (2015a).

Advertising format Description Audience 

Advergame Advergames are online games designed to promote a 
certain brand or product.

Children
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TV commercial A television commercial is shown in between televi-
sion programming

Children and teenagers

Brand placement The inclusion of brand identifiers into media programs 
(e.g., an actor drinking a soda while pointing the brand 
in the direction of the camera). 

Related formats: 
Advertising funded programs (AFP) can be considered 
as a further developed and more integrated form of 
product placement, where the advertiser determines 
the program content

An infomercial is a television commercial that blurs 
the lines between editorial and persuasive content, 
and has longer exposure time than traditional TV com-
mercials

Children and teenagers

Online banner Online banners are embedded, typically rectangular 
advertisement images in websites

Children and teenagers

In-game advertising In game-advertising refers to brands integrated into a 
video game

Children and teenagers

Native advertising Native advertising refers to a blending of a website’s 
content and a commercial message 

Children and teenagers

Video advertising Use of video content distributed via the internet as an 
advertising channel. It can be placed before (pre-roll), 
during (mid-roll) or after video content (post-roll)

Children and teenagers

Virtual worlds Virtual worlds refers to brand to brands integrated into 
online platforms 

Teenagers

Profile targeting and social 
media advertising

Profile targeting refers to directing advertisements 
to certain audiences based on specific profile charac-
teristics and behaviours (e.g., profile information on 
Facebook, search queries, likes, etc.). Especially on 
social media different types of social advertisements 
– that responds to the social network of people – have 
emerged (e.g., sponsored stories)

Teenagers

Application advertising Brand related software that can be downloaded on 
smartphone and/ or tablet

Teenagers

Location based advertising Much personal and location-based information can be 
gathered. In turn, advertisements can be directed to-
wards customers based on their location

Teenagers

Table 3. Popular advertising formats used to target children and/or teenagers

Ideally, all advertising formats should be studied. For practical reasons it is, however, not possible to study the advertising literacy 
towards all advertising formats for all age groups, while also taking into account the complexity of the advertising literacy concept 
(see section 2). Therefore in this section a further selection is made for both children and teenagers, depending on the popularity 
and difficulty of the particular format. With difficulty, we refer to the level of difficulty to recognize and understand the medium. 
Table 4 and 5 provide an overview of the low, average and highly risky advertising formats. 

Although the television commercial is a non-integrated, non-interactive and non-personalized advertising format and thus easier 
to recognize and understand, it remains a very important format to reach children. Because both children and teenagers are so 
highly exposed to television commercials we consider this format important to take into account into the analysis. Moreover, it can 
serve as a bench mark, i.e. a point of reference to compare with other advertising formats. 

In contrast to the TV advertising format, advergames stimulate consumers to actively engage with the media content – that is also 
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difficult to discern from the commercial message.1 The popularity of advergames combined with its integrated and interactive 
character make it a highly risky advertising format to children. This advertising format, however, is less popular among teenagers.

Brand integration, such as brand placement, advertiser funded programs and infomercials, are non-interactive but also blur the 
lines between media and commercial content. As will become clear in section 4, the study of the impact of advergames among 
children has received more attention by scholars, but brand placement and advergames cannot be seen as one and the same for-
mat. Matthes and Naderer (2015c) argue that brand placement can show products in a more realistic manner (e.g., main figure 
drinking a soda), and consumers are more likely to identify with the actors. It should also be noted that there are various levels of 
integration. For example, advertisers determine the content in AFPs, while in brand placement products are only displayed. The 
popularity combined with the various degrees of integration make these formats important to take into account in further study 
for both children and teenagers.

Online banners can be static or dynamic (e.g., moving images), can be non-interactive or interactive (e.g., allow users to play 
games), and can be non-personalized or personalized (e.g., based on previous key word searches). Almost all online websites make 
use of online banners. Hence, online banners are popular and can be difficult to recognize and understand (Zarouali, Walrave, 
Ponnet, Poels & Vanwesenbeeck, 2016c). We label online banners as an average risk for children and teenagers.  

A recent study showed how children and teenagers like to watch movies and television online (Apestaartjaren, 2016). Many online 
video(sharing) websites make use of video advertising (pre, mid or post rolls) and tailor advertising to individual consumer pref-
erences through collecting personal information. The popularity of this format combined with personalization makes this a highly 
risky format for both children and teenagers.  

Native advertising, or the integration of brand identifiers into the context of a website or social media site, is less popular to target 
children than teenagers because they are more drawn to online games, television and movies than reading. Native advertising, 
however, is often sophisticated. For media consumers in general it is hard to identify the commercial content as a form of advertis-
ing and to understand the commercial intent of the program. We label native advertising as an average risk for children and highly 
risky for teenagers. 

Finally, advertising formats that rely on online personal information and/or are coupled to one’s social network is often very 
difficult to recognize and comprehend (profile targeting, social media advertising, social media influencers, etc.). Social media, 
however, are mostly used by teenagers. Moreover, many social media such as Facebook require users to be at least 13 years old. 
Hence, children are less or not exposed to aforementioned advertising formats. We label these formats as a low risk for children 
and because of its omnipresence and difficulty as a high risk for teenagers.

Advertising format Difficult? Popular? Risk?

Television commercial No Yes Average  (benchmark)
Advergames Yes Yes High 
Brand integration Yes Yes High
Online banners No Yes Average
Video advertising Yes Yes High

Table 4. Assessment of the advertising formats for children based on popularity and difficulty 
(Risk = high, average, low).

1  It should be noted that the research of Rifon et al. (2014) found that children (age 5-10) who watched an advergame liked the brand as much 
as those who played the game.
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Advertising format Difficult? Popular? Risk? 

Television commercial No Yes Average (benchmark)
Advergames Yes No Average
Brand integration Yes Yes High
Online banners No Yes Average
Video advertising Yes Yes High
Native advertising Yes Yes High
Virtual worlds, Profile targeting, 
Social media advertising, Location 
based advertising, Social media 
influencers

Yes Yes High

Table 5. Assessment of the advertising formats for teenagers based on popularity and difficulty

(Risk = high, average, low).

Section 3 identified the advertising formats minors are the most exposed to (see table 3). Moreover, an initial assessment was 
made based on difficulty and popularity of the particular format (table 4 and 5). From this assessment, we can conclude that inte-
grated forms of advertising, such as brand integration or native advertising, pose a high risk for children’s understanding and critical 
advertising processing. The goal of the initial assessment is to clearly delineate the advertisements formats that will be taking into 
account in further study. At the end of this research report, we will take this assessment into account to answer all key questions 
of the risk analysis as proposed in the introduction. 
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4.1.	 INTRODUCTION
The goal of section 4 to 6 is to address question 2 in the risk analysis: “What is the current advertising literacy of minors for new 
advertising formats?” The advertising literacy of children (6-12), teenagers (12-18) and vulnerable audiences will be discussed 
respectively. In each section a literature review is provided, an identification of the research gaps, and a short summary of our own 
studies to fill these gaps. 

In the following subsections we zoom in on the literature that has studied children’s advertising literacy towards specific formats 
(age 6-12).2 To our knowledge no studies have been devoted to video advertising and brand placement with regard to children’s 
advertising literacy. Television is still the most popular medium for children. However, children also spend increasingly more time 
on other media such as the tablet and computer, where they are confronted with more interactive and integrated formats. In gen-
eral, it is argued that awareness of integrated/interactive formats (implicit tactics) is considerably lower for children in comparison 
to traditional formats (explicit tactics). Freeman and Shapiro (2014, p.53) state that “children ages 12 and younger targeted with 
implicit promotional messages will not succeed in recognizing the influence attempt.” 

4.1.1.	 Television commercials 
Since the early seventies, television advertising directed to children grew into a major issue because of two concerns: children 
were thought to a) have difficulty differentiating between program content and advertising, and to b) lack the ability to grasp the 
nature of advertising (Kunkel, 1988). Ever since, various studies have been devoted to children’s knowledge and skills with regard 
to the TV commercial. 

Early studies have indicated how most children aged 6 and younger have difficulties or are unable to understand the selling pur-
pose of advertising (for an overview, see Kunkel, 1988). Brucks, Armstrong and Goldberg (1988) argue, however, that these studies 
overestimated the skills of children by asking direct questions rather than using a cognitive response approach to assess the ad-
vertising literacy of children. Specifically, they found that even older children (age 9-10) were not more engaged to express critical 
thoughts when exposed to a TV commercial. Similar results were obtained by Bijmolt, Claassen and Brus (1998): using non-verbal 
measures most children (age 5-8) were able to differentiate between commercials and programs and showed cognition of adver-
tising intent; using verbal measures, they found that the understanding of TV advertising was substantially lower.  

Nowadays, most recent literature is in agreement that before the age of five children primarily view TV advertising as entertain-
ment and that by the age of seven to eight a basic understanding of advertising and persuasive intent starts to emerge (Kunkel, 
Wilcox, Cantor, Palmer, Linn, & Dowrick, 2004; Oates, Blades, & Gunter, 2002; Rozendaal, Buijzen, & Valkenburg, 2010; Rozendaal 
et al., 2011; Opree & Rozendaal, 2015).3 

Contemporary research in the area of children’s advertising takes a more comprehensive and analytical perspective on advertising 
literacy. Carter, Patterson, Donovan, Ewing and Roberts (2011) much of the previous literature has been criticised for failing to 
differentiate between children’s awareness of ‘selling’ versus ‘persuasive’ intent, the latter representing a more sophisticated un-
derstanding and superior cognitive defence. Unfortunately there is little literature to suggest at what age awareness of ‘persuasive 
intent’ emerges; our aim was to address this important issue. Children (n = 594 argue that early research has neglected the differ-
ence between ‘selling intent’ and ‘persuasive intent’. In line with previous literature they found that most children (around the age 
of 8) are able to understand the purpose to sell (selling intent). Awareness of the purpose to increase one’s desirability towards 

2  It should be noted, however, that the majority of the literature has studied children’s advertising literacy with regard to TV commercials and 
advergames.
3  Flemish children are taught basic knowledge and skills concerning television advertising and advertising in general nowadays (see section 8). It 
is therefore quite natural that children have developed a basic advertising literacy level.    
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the advertised product (persuasive intent) emerges much more slowly. Even among the oldest group (age 11-12) in their study 
only 40% was aware of the persuasive intent. Rozendaal, Buijzen and Valkenburg (2008) drew similar conclusions in their research. 

On another level, Rozendaal, Buijzen and Valkenburg (2009) have argued that early studies assumed that children who have ac-
quired cognitive advertising skills automatically process advertising messages. In their study, however, they found no such relation 
between recognizing advertisements and understanding selling intent and the persuasive influence of advertising. Understanding 
advertising’s persuasive intent did reduce the impact of advertising exposure on children’s advertised product desire, but only for 
children age 11 – 12. This pioneering study paved the road to take into account the attitudinal dimension of advertising literacy 
and differentiate between children’s dispositional and situational (or performance) advertising literacy (see Rozendaal et al., 2011; 
Ham, Nelson, & Das, 2015; Hudders et al., 2016). For a complete overview of the advertising literacy concept and its dimensions 
we refer to section 2. 

Although the study of the attitudinal dimension of advertising literacy and situational advertising literacy is still in its infancy, 
some preliminary conclusions can be drawn for TV commercials. In line with the results on cognitive advertising literacy, Opree 
& Rozendaal (2015) found older children (age 12) to have a higher scepticism, disliking and understanding over advertising’s bias 
than younger ages (8-9). One way to operationalize children’s situational advertising literacy is by looking at their resistance strat-
egies, such as paying no attention to advertisements, getting angry, questioning the arguments in advertisements, etc. Opree & 
Rozendaal (2015), however, found that children (age 8-12) rarely apply resistance strategies when confronted with advertising. 
Again, older children (age 10-12) were more likely to engage in resistance strategies. In their research they also found a positive 
relationship between attitudinal advertising literacy and situational advertising literacy. In other words, those who were found to 
be more critical, and thus had a higher attitudinal advertising literacy, more often engaged in resistance strategies. No such rela-
tionship was found between cognitive and situational advertising literacy. 

To conclude, children below the age of 5 have a low level of advertising literacy and are mostly unable to differentiate between 
commercials and programming. From ages 5 to 6 onwards, children are able to make a differentiation. Nevertheless, it’s only at 
the age of 7 to 8 that a basic understanding starts to emerge and children understand the purpose to sell. Awareness of increasing 
one’s desirability towards the advertised product is even more difficult for children to comprehend. This more developed under-
standing starts to emerge around the age of 12. Older children (age +-12) also seem to be more critical than younger children (age 
8-9) and more frequently apply resistance strategies. 

4.1.2.	 Advergames 
Advergames are often developed to promote unhealthy food (Coca-Cola, McDonald’s). Various studies have shown how children 
who are exposed to advergames that feature an unhealthy snack are more likely to choose unhealthy food snacks afterwards (Dias 
& Agante, 2011; Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; Folkvord, Anschütz, Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2013). Not surprisingly, many studies 
have been devoted to children’s advertising literacy towards advergames.

When it comes to cognitive advertising literacy An, Jin and Park (2014) found that three quarters of the children (age 8-9) in her 
sample did not recognize advergames as a type of advertising. Similar conclusions were drawn by Waiguny et al., (2014) and Ver-
hellen et al., (2014) when comparing advergames and TV commercials. Waiguny et al. (2014) showed that children (age 8-10) had 
a higher ability to identify the commercial backdrop in TV commercials than when playing advergames. Recalling the brand they 
(children age 11-14) were exposed to also seemed to be more difficult for advergames than traditional television advertisements 
(Verhellen et al., 2014). Wollslager (2009) found that children (age 9-12) have a positive attitude towards advergames but do not 
grasp its purpose. Only 23% were able to identify the purpose of advertising. 
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Especially because of the fun and immersive nature of the format children are unlikely to retrieve and activate their advertising 
literacy. Van Reijmersdal, Rozendaal and Buijzen (2012) showed that, even if children understand advergames, they do not use that 
knowledge to cope with the advergames’ effects.  Because advergames also arouse emotions among children, Vanwesenbeeck, 
Ponnet and Walrave (2016a) studied how advergame experience affect cognitive advertising literacy. In contrast to what was ex-
pected, a positive relation was found between experience and cognitive advertising literacy. Rifon, Quilliam, Pack, Weatherspoon, 
Kim and Smreker (2014) also showed how playing a game activated greater persuasion knowledge. It seems that enjoyment/en-
gagement does not necessarily decrease the motivation of children to activate their advertising literacy. However, these results are 
in contrast with the study of Waiguny et al. (2014), who found that a child’s presence (i.e. level of engagement with the medium) in 
the advergame moderated the effect of cognitive advertising literacy on identification of commercial content. Moreover, presence 
mitigated the effects of cognitive advertising literacy on persuasion outcomes in two ways: children who were more engaged with 
the game are less critical to process the advergame; children who were more engaged were less able to identify advergames as 
commercial information. 

Beside the ‘classic’ one-on-one advergame children also enjoy to play social network games – an online space where they can inter-
act with (new) friends and play games (e.g., club penguin). Although this game is not designed for advertising purposes, this type 
of game does provide opportunities for advertisers to interact with children. Rozendaal, Slot, van Reijmersdal and Buijzen (2013) 
studied the advertising literacy of children (9-12) regarding social games and found how most children (2 out of 3) recognized the 
advertisements. Most children also displayed an understanding of the selling and the persuasive intent.  Only a minority, however, 
correctly identified the source of advertising (43%). In addition, children hold a relatively positive attitude towards the games. 
More importantly, they also made a comparison between those who are active players and non-players. Although no (or a minor) 
difference was found in their cognitive advertising literacy, the study shows how a better recognition and understanding reduced 
the susceptibility for the effects of advertising only for active players. Hence, active players were found to be better in activating 
their advertising literacy. Finally, they demonstrated how a critical attitude was more important in reducing the persuasive effect 
of advertising than a higher conceptual knowledge. 

To conclude, children have more difficulties to recognize advergames as a type of advertising compared to TV commercials. Chil-
dren older than 9 to 10 years old, are more likely to recognize advergames as commercial content compared to younger ages. Be-
cause advergames also arouse emotions of children it might be more difficult for them to activate their literacy. The findings with 
respect to the latter have been inconclusive. 

4.1.3.	 Brand Integration

Only a handful of studies have studied the effects of brand placement on children. To our knowledge, no studies have investigat-
ed the advertising literacy with respect to brand placement or related formats (e.g., advertising funded programs, infomercials) 
among children. 

An early study by Auty and Lewis (2004) showed how children (aged 6-12) were more likely to consume soft drinks of a particular 
brand (Pepsi cola) after watching a movie in which the drinks were shown. Specifically, after watching a scene of Home Alone in 
which Pepsi Cola was shown, the participants were more likely to select a Pepsi Cola than a Coca Cola afterwards. Thus, brand 
placement directly influenced the consuming behaviours of children. However, they only found significant effects for children who 
already saw the movie previously. Matthes and Naderer (2015), on the contrary, found that even without prior viewing brand 
placement had an impact. In their research they also took into account the frequency of the brand placements (moderate and 
high placement frequency). The participants (aged 6-14) saw a movie fragment of Alvin and the Chipmunks with placements of Utz 
Cheese Balls. Participants in the high placement frequency condition were more likely to consume the Utz Cheese Balls afterwards 
in a product-choice task, where they had to choose between three food products. In their study they also looked at the effect on 
brand or product attitudes but no significant relationships were found.  
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In the study of Auty and Lewis (2004) and Matthes and Naderer (2015) the effects were independent of children’s ages. A study of 
Uribe and Fuentes-García (2015) showed how brand placement had a positive influence on the extent to which consumers were 
able to recall the brand that was shown (brand awareness) and the intention to eat fast food (behavioural disposition). Further-
more, this study did show differences between the age’s groups. 12-15 year-olds scored higher on brand awareness than 9-year-
olds. However, the older groups also had a higher behavioural disposition. 

Children have difficulties with recognizing and understanding the commercial intent of advergames. Hence, similar findings are 
assumed for brand placement. Although no previous studies have investigated children’s advertising literacy towards brand place-
ment it is likely that the latter format directly affects children. 

4.1.4.	 Online banners 
Online banners are embedded, typically rectangular advertisement images in websites. For children to recognize these images as 
commercial messages is a first and necessary step in understanding advertising. Wollslager (2009) found that among the children 
(age 9-12) in his experiment about a third was able to accurately identify banners. Ali, Blades, Oates and Blumberg (2009) also 
found this exercise not to be effortless for children. Specifically, in their experiment they showed printed copies of fictional web-
pages to 6 to 12-years-olds. Some of these webpages contained banners. During the exercise children were asked to point out 
everything they thought to be an advertisement. 6-year-olds identified only 25% of all the advertisements. 8-year olds identified 
about half of the advertisements. 10 to 12-years-olds recognized about 75% of the banners. Some of the banners also had price 
tags attached. The latter seemed to benefit advertising recognition in older age groups (aged 10-12), but no effect or a negative 
effect was found for young children (aged 6-8). 

(Young) children (especially) seem to have difficulties with identifying online banners. It should be noted, however, that only a 
handful of studies have investigated advertising literacy toward this particular format. Moreover, no findings are mentioned on 
attitudinal and moral advertising literacy. 

4.2.	 GAPS IN THE LITERATURE AND MOTIVATION 
FOR FURTHER STUDY 

The literature review sought to understand how advertising literacy has been conceptualized and studied over the years for chil-
dren between the age of 6 to 12 with respect to the formats that were labelled as an average or a high risk, i.e., television com-
mercials, advergames, brand placement, online banners, video advertising (see section 3). No studies were found to be devoted to 
video advertising and brand integration. Several conclusions and gaps in the literature can be noted regarding the other formats. 
First, especially the TV commercial and advergames have been investigated. Only a handful of studies have looked beyond these 
formats. Consequently, the study of advertising literacy with respect to TV commercials and advergames are also the most de-
veloped with a focus on attitudinal advertising literacy and situational advertising literacy. The other formats tend to be studied 
exclusively from a cognitive, dispositional point of view (i.e., recognizing and understanding advertisements). Second, although the 
study of the attitudinal dimension of advertising literacy and situational advertising literacy performance has been explored, no 
studies have been devoted to the study of the moral dimension of advertising literacy. Hence, it is currently unknown what (moral) 
reasoning strategies – if any – children apply to evaluate (new) advertising formats and tactics. Third, the accumulated body of 
research demonstrates inconclusive findings for detecting an exact age to when children have a sufficient and developed level of 
advertising literacy – certainly because the latter is also depended on practice and cognitive maturation. Fourth, several studies 
indicated that children have a harder time recognizing and understanding advergames in comparison to the TV commercial. In 
general, it can be concluded that children struggle more with implicit, integrated forms of advertising (sponsored content, online 
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banners, etc.). However, a systematic comparison of advergames with other formats besides the TV commercial remains absent. 

To fill the gaps in the literature regarding children’s advertising literacy towards new advertising formats various studies were set 
up in the period between 2013 and 2016 in Flanders by members of the AdLit consortium. In the following section our studies will 
be briefly discussed (research aim, method, results and discussion). Table 6 provides an overview. Often these studies also treat 
other, related research questions and hypotheses (e.g., the influence of training sessions, the impact of an advertising cue). The 
extended abstracts as described here, however, only discuss children’s advertising literacy and its impact. For a full description of 
the study we refer to the published or submitted article.

Section Study Focus Format Method Respondents Age

4.3.1. De Jans et al. 
2016

Cognition, critical 
attitude and moral 
reasoning

Advergames
Online banners
TV commercial
Sponsored content

Experimental 
study 

N=510 7-12

4.3.2. De Pauw et 
al. 2016

Cognition and moral 
reasoning 

Advergames
Brand Placement
Pre-rolls

Focus groups N=60 9-11

4.3.3. Panic et al. 
2013

Cognition and critical 
attitude

Advergames 
TV commercial

Experimental 
study

N=254

N=128

7-9

4.3.4. Hudders et 
al. 2016a

Cognition and critical 
attitude 

Advergames 
TV commercial

Experimental 
study

N=78 8-9

4.3.5. Hudders et 
al. 2015

Cognition and critical 
attitude

Advergames
Advertiser funded 
programs

Experimental 
study

N=133 7-9

4.3.6. Hudders et 
al. 2015

Cognition Brand placement Experimental 
study 

N=180 7-12

Table 6. Summary of the studies investigating children’s advertising literacy
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4.3.	 ADLIT STUDIES INVESTIGATING CHILDREN’S 
ADVERTISING LITERACY TOWARDS NEW 
ADVERTISING FORMATS

4.3.1.	 Study 1: Comparing children’s advertising 
literacy towards advergames, brand placement, 
sponsored content and television commercials 

Steffi De Jans, Liselot Hudders & Veroline Cauberghe 

Research aim
This study extends previous research by examining and comparing children’s (age 7-12) responses to TV commercials, advergames, 
online banners and sponsored content via their cognitive, affective and moral advertising literacy. In addition, the current study 
investigates the moderating role of age.

Method 
A 4-level (advertising format: TV commercial vs. advergame vs. sponsored content vs. online banner) between-subjects experimen-
tal study was conducted. In total, 510 children between the age of 7 and 12 years (Mage = 9.29, SD = 1.64) participated in the study 
from which 51,6% boys. Parental consent was asked for each child before they could participate in the study. 

Four different advertising formats were selected: TV commercial vs. advergame vs. sponsored content vs. online banner. In order to 
control for brand effects (cf. existing brand attitudes), four different brands were selected. We chose four brands and products that 
were highly relevant for all children in the sample: Lego, Paula, Adidas and Nesquik. All products were gender and age neutral. The 
different brands were merged in the analyses to guarantee a higher level of brand independence. For each of the four brands, an 
advergame, sponsored article, TV commercial and online banner were selected. Accordingly, in total, 16 different advertisements 
were selected. The advergames and TV commercials of each brand were existing advertisements from the same advertising cam-
paign (and thus containing similar advertising tactics and visuals). The sponsored articles and online banners were self-construct-
ed, but in line with the other ad formats. For the TV commercial condition, children saw two short fragments from existing children 
television programs which were interrupted by one TV commercial between two ad breaks. This was projected on a big screen in 
front of the class. For the advergame condition, children surfed on a self-constructed and controlled website where they played 

Highlights of this study 
�� “Children have less understanding and recognition of new advertising formats com-

pared to traditional advertising formats, but they do have a good understanding of 
online banners”

�� “Children have a low level of attitudinal and moral advertising literacy, both for tradi-
tional and new advertising formats”

�� “Children’s attitudinal and moral advertising literacy has a negative effect on their 
attitudes and brand recall, while their cognitive advertising literacy has a positive 
effect on brand recall”
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the advergame. Children in the sponsored content condition read one sponsored article on the same website. Finally, children in 
the online banner condition also read one (not sponsored) article on that website whereupon the online banner was placed in the 
left sidebar of the website. This article was similar to the article in the sponsored content condition. Each child was only exposed 
to one advertising format of one brand. Children were randomly allocated to one of the conditions.

The experiment was conducted on tablets in a classroom setting. Children were first exposed to the advertisement by asking them 
to watch the television program (TV commercial condition), surf on the website and play the game (advergame condition), surf on 
the website (online banner condition) or read the article on the website (sponsored content condition). Children were exposed to 
the advertising format for exactly 2 minutes and 15 seconds (advergame, sponsored content and online banner condition). In the 
TV commercial condition, children were exposed to a 30-second TV commercial between two television fragments of approximate-
ly 2 minutes each. Afterwards, the children had to complete a questionnaire on the tablet in which the dependent and mediating 
variables were measured.   

The questionnaire was adapted to the cognitive abilities of children by adding smiley faces and pictures (Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 
2007). The same questionnaire lay-out was used for all conditions and all children. The order of the questionnaire was as follows: 
first, children had to answer a few socio-demographic questions after which format attitude was measured. Then the recognition 
of commercial content was measured, followed by brand recall, attitude toward the ad, understanding of persuasive intent, moral 
advertising literacy and affective advertising literacy. Finally, brand attitude and pester power were measured. Almost all items 
were measured with five-point Likert-type scales. 

Advertising effects. First, format attitude refers to how much children enjoyed the medium they were exposed to. This construct 
was measured by one item (M = 3.95, SD = .94). Brand recall was measured by asking the children to name the brand they saw, if 
they had seen one. This construct was coded into correct (1) and incorrect (0). Further, brand attitude was measured with three 
items following Bakir and Palan (2010; α = .91, M = 3.88, SD = .99). Finally, one item was used to measure pester power (Buijzen, 
2007; M = 3.28, SD = 1.43). 

Advertising literacy. Advertising literacy is a construct that consists of three dimensions: a cognitive, moral and affective dimension 
(Hudders, De Pauw, Cauberghe, Panic, Zarouali, & Rozendaal, 2016; see Figure 1). First, cognitive advertising literacy was divided 
into two sub-dimensions, namely recognition of commercial content (Waiguny, Nelson, & Terlutter, 2014; M = 3.78, SD = 1.16) and 
understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising (derived from Rozendaal et al., 2014; M = 3.89, SD = 1.15). A higher score on 
these items refers to a better understanding of the advertising format. Affective advertising literacy refers to children’s affective 
evaluation of the advertising format, measured by three semantic differentials (α = .75, M = 2.56, SD = .1.12). Finally, moral ad-
vertising literacy refers to children’s reflection on the appropriateness of the advertising format and was also measured by three 
semantic differentials (α = .65, M = 1.75, SD = .70). These items were adapted from Rozendaal et al. (2014) and Campbell (1999). 
A higher score on these variables indicates more disliking and a more critical, sceptical attitude toward the advertising format. 

Covariates. Since all advertisements differed in a way in their execution style, attitude toward the ad was included as covariate to 
control for possible brand effects. This was measured by one five-point Likert-type scale item: ‘How much do you like this adver-
game/online banner/sponsored article/TV commercial?’ (M = 3.81, SD = 1.01).

Socio-demographics. The researchers registered children’s school and grade. At the beginning of the questionnaire, children were 
asked to indicate their age and sex. 
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Results 
1.	 Main effect of advertising format on advertising effectiveness
One-way ANOVA tests and a Chi-Square-test were conducted to examine the main effect of the advertising format on advertising 
effectiveness. First, the results showed a main effect of advertising format on format attitude (F(3) = 8.82, p < .001). Children like 
the medium more when exposed to an advergame than when exposed to the other three advertising formats (see figure 2). 

There was also a significant main effect of the advertising format 
on children’s brand recall (χ2(3) = 28.75, p < .001). Brand recall 
was significantly lower after exposure to an online banner than af-
ter exposure to the other three advertising formats (see figure 3).

Further, there was no significant effect of advertising format on 
brand attitude (F(3) = 1.17, p = .320), see figure 4. 

Finally, a significant effect of advertising format on pester power 
was found (F(3) = 2.71, p = .045), see figure 5. In particular, results 
reveal that children intended to request the product more when 
exposed to an advergame and an online banner compared to spon-
sored content.

2.	 Main effect of advertising format on advertising literacy
The main effect of advertising format on advertising literacy was examined by conducting several One-way ANOVA tests (see figure 
6). First, a significant effect was found of advertising format on recognition of commercial content (F(3) = 23.05, p < .001). Chil-

Figure 3. Main effect of advertising format on brand recall
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dren can better recognize the commercial content when exposed to TV commercials compared to the other three new advertising 
formats. Further, the results revealed a significant main effect of advertising format on understanding of persuasive intent (F(3) = 
27.88, p < .001). Children have a better understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising for TV commercials and online ban-
ners than for advergames and sponsored content. There were no significant effects of advertising format on affective (F(3) = 1.77, 
p = .152) and moral advertising literacy (F(3) = 1.50, p = .213).

3.	 Mediating role of advertising literacy on advertising effectiveness
It was investigated if and how the effects of advertising format on advertising effectiveness were mediated by children’s advertising 
literacy by conducting multiple mediation analyses (Hayes, 2013; PROCESS, model 4, 5000 bootstrap samples). More specifically, 
we examined the mediating role of understanding of persuasive intent, recognition of commercial content, attitudinal advertising 
literacy and moral advertising literacy. 
Multiple analyses were conducted to compare the advertising formats (TV commercials, online banners, advergames and spon-
sored content) with each other. These analyses showed the same trend in the results for TV commercials and online banners on 
the one hand, and for advergames and sponsored content on the other hand. Therefore, the conditions of TV commercials and 
online banners, and the conditions of advergames and sponsored content were taken together to simplify the presentation of the 
results. As regards to the mediating role of moral advertising literacy, especially significant difference were found for sponsored 
content in comparison to TV commercials and online banners. Further information about the results or more specific analyses can 
be retrieved from the authors.  

First, the effect of advertising format on format attitude was mediated by both understanding of persuasive intent (ab = .08, SE 
= .03, 95%CI = [.0182, .1423]), attitudinal advertising literacy (ab = -.03, SE = .02, 95%CI = [-.0739, -.0078]) and moral advertising 
literacy (ab = -.02, SE = .01, 95%CI = [-.0643, -.0040]), see figure 7. Children have less understanding of the persuasive intent of 
advertising as regards to advergames and sponsored content (compared to TV ads and online banners), which results in higher 
format attitude. On the other hand, children have a higher level of attitudinal and moral advertising literacy for advergames and 
sponsored content, which leads to lower format attitude. To conclude, there is both a positive path (via understanding of persua-
sive intent) and a negative path (via affective and moral advertising literacy) of advertising format on format attitude. 

Figure 6. Main effect of advertising format on advertising literacy
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Further, indirect effects of advertising format on brand recall were found via understanding of persuasive intent (ab = -.25, SE = .09, 
95%CI = [-.4513, -.0876]), recognition of commercial content (ab = -.35, SE = .09, 95%CI = [-.5570, -.1994]) and moral advertising 
literacy (ab = -.05, SE = .03, 95%CI = [-.1372, -.0022]), see figure 8. Children have less understanding of the persuasive intent of 
advertising and less recognition of commercial content after exposure to advergames and sponsored content, which leads to less 
brand recall. Additionally, children have a higher level of moral advertising literacy for advergames and sponsored content (com-
pared to TV commercials and online banners) which also results in less brand recall. There is a positive direct effect of advertising 
format on brand recall, which means that brand recall is higher after exposure to advergames and sponsored content than after 
being exposed to online banners and TV commercials. 

The effect of advertising format on brand attitude was positively mediated by understanding of persuasive intent (ab = .07, SE = 
.03, 95%CI = [.0146, .1266]) and negatively mediated by affective advertising literacy (ab = -.07, SE = .02, 95%CI = [-.1220, -.0301]) 
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and moral advertising literacy (ab = -.04, SE = .02, 95%CI = [-.0832, -.0059]), see figure 9. Children have less understanding of the 
persuasive intent of advertising as regards to advergames and sponsored content (compared to TV ads and online banners), which 
results in higher brand attitude. In addition, children have a higher level of affective and moral advertising literacy for advergames 
and sponsored content, which leads to lower brand attitude. 

Finally, a significant indirect effect was found of advertising format on pester power via attitudinal advertising literacy (ab = -.07, SE 
= .03, 95%CI = [-.1357, -.0286]; see figure 10). Children have a higher level of attitudinal advertising literacy after exposure to adver-
games and sponsored content than after being exposed to TV commercials and online banners, which results in less pester power.

Figure 10. Mediating role of advertising literacy on pester power
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Figure 9. Mediating role of advertising literacy on brand attitude. The mediating effect of 
moral advertising literacy is primarily determined by sponsored content.
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To conclude, children’s cognitive advertising literacy has a positive effect on brand recall, yet this has little to no effect on their 
format attitude, brand attitude and pester power. Further, children’s affective and moral advertising literacy has a negative effect 
on their attitudes and brand recall.

4.	 Moderating role of age on the impact of ad format on ad effects
Moderated analyses (Hayes, 2013; PROCESS, model 1, 5000 bootstrap samples) were conducted to examine the moderating role 
of age on the relationship between advertising format and advertising effectiveness. We found a significant interaction effect of 
ad format and age on format attitude (see figure 11). More specifically, the youngest (-1SD = 7.65 year old) and the middle aged 
children (M = 9.29 year old) have a higher format attitude for TV commercials than for sponsored content. The youngest children 
also have a higher format attitude for online banners than for sponsored content, while the oldest children (+1SD = 10.93 year old) 
have a lower format attitude for online banners than for sponsored content. Further, the middle aged and the oldest children have 
a higher format attitude for advergames than for online banners. Finally, the youngest and the middle aged children have more 
format attitude for advergames compared to sponsored content. 

The results also indicated a significant interaction effect of ad format and age on brand attitude (see figure 12). More specifically, 
the middle aged and the oldest children have a higher brand attitude after exposure to online banners than after being exposed 
to advergames. Further, the youngest children have a higher brand attitude after exposure to advergames than after exposure to 
sponsored content. In contrast, the oldest children have a higher brand attitude after being exposed to sponsored content com-
pared to advergames. 

Figure 12. Moderating role of age on the impact of ad format on brand attitude
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Figure 11. Moderating role of age on the impact of ad format on format attitude
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No significant interaction effects were found of advertising format and age on brand recall and pester power.

5.	 Moderating role of age on the impact of ad format on advertising literacy
To examine the moderating role of age on the impact of advertising format on children’s advertising literacy, we conducted several 
moderated analyses (Hayes, 2013; PROCESS, model 1, 5000 bootstrap samples). First, the results indicated a significant interaction 
effect of advertising format and age on the recognition of commercial content (see figure 13). The youngest children can better 
recognize online banners than advergames as advertising. 

Further, we found a significant interaction effect of advertising format and age on children’s affective advertising literacy (see figure 
14). The youngest children have a higher level of affective advertising literacy for sponsored content than for TV commercials. In 
addition, the youngest and the middle aged children have more affective advertising literacy for sponsored content compared to 
online banners. 

Figure 14. Moderating role of age on the impact of ad format on affective advertising literacy
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Figure 13. Moderating role of age on the impact of ad format on recognition of commercial content
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Then, the results also demonstrated a significant interaction effect of advertising format and age on children’s moral advertising 
literacy (see figure 15). More specifically, the youngest and the middle aged children have a higher level of moral advertising liter-
acy for sponsored content than for TV commercials and online banners. In addition, the youngest children also have a higher level 
of moral advertising literacy for sponsored content compared to advergames. 

Finally, no significant interaction effect was found of advertising format and age on the understanding of the persuasive intent of 
advertising. 

Discussion 
The results of this study demonstrated that children intend to request the advertised product more after exposure to an ad-
vergame and online banner compared to sponsored content. Further, it was found that format attitude was significantly higher 
when children played an advergame than when they were exposed to one of the other three formats. This is not surprising as 
advergames are highly enjoyable and provide the players with elements of challenge, competition and rewards (van Reijmersdal, 
Rozendaal, & Buijzen, 2012; Rifon et al., 2014). The results also indicated that children’s brand recall was significantly lower when 
they were exposed to an online banner compared to the other advertising formats. This is in line with the study of Ali et al. (2009) 
which indicates that it is very difficult for children (6-12 years) to recognize banners as advertising. Apparently, banner blindness 
also occurs at this very young age. 

The analyses revealed that children can better recognize traditional advertising formats as advertising and have a higher under-
standing of the persuasive intent of traditional advertising formats compared to the new advertising formats. This is in line with 
previous studies that have shown that children’s level of cognitive advertising literacy is lower for new, embedded advertising for-
mats than for traditional advertising formats (An et al., 2014; Verhellen et al., 2014; Hudders et al., 2016a). However, it was found 
that children also have a good understanding of online banners. In addition, children have a very low level of affective and moral 
advertising literacy which does not differ between the four advertising formats. 
Further, we investigated the mediating role of children’s advertising literacy on the relationship between advertising format and 
advertising effectiveness. We combined the TV commercial with the online banner condition, and the advergame with the spon-
sored content condition as these formats provided the same trend in the results. The results indicated that children had less un-
derstanding of the persuasive intent of advertising after being exposed to an advergame or sponsored article than after exposure 
to an online banner or traditional TV commercial, which resulted in higher brand attitude, higher format attitude and less brand 
recall. Children also experienced more difficulties recognizing sponsored content and advergames as advertising (compared to TV 

Figure 15. Moderating role of age on the impact of ad format on moral advertising literacy
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commercials and online banners), which leads to less brand recall. In contrast, children had a higher level of affective advertising 
literacy for an advergame and sponsored article than for the other two formats, which resulted in more negative advertising ef-
fects (lower brand attitude, lower pester power and lower format attitude). Further, children’s level of moral advertising literacy 
was higher for sponsored content compared to TV commercials and online banners. This higher level of moral advertising literacy 
ensures lower format attitude, lower brand attitude and less brand recall. However, we can conclude that these indirect effects via 
advertising literacy cancel each other out as there are no significant direct effects of advertising format on brand attitude, pester 
power and format attitude. This implicates that advertising literacy training programs should not only focus on the cognitive di-
mension of advertising literacy, but also should address the affective and moral dimension. We did find a positive direct effect of 
advertising format on brand recall, which means that this effect can be explained by another variable (besides advertising literacy).

Then, the role of age was investigated. Children’s understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising and their affective adver-
tising literacy increases with their age, while their recognition of commercial content and moral advertising literacy does not differ 
with age. Format attitude, brand attitude and pester power decrease as children grow older, while brand recall increases with their 
age. The results also indicated a moderating role of age on the impact of advertising format on format attitude, brand attitude, 
recognition of commercial content, affective and moral advertising literacy. 

To conclude, children (7-12 years) like the medium most when they are exposed to advergames and can hardly recall the brand 
when exposed to online banners. They have less knowledge and understanding of new advertising formats compared to traditional 
TV commercials. However, children do have a good understanding of online banners. In general, children’s level of affective and 
moral advertising literacy is very low, both for the traditional and new advertising formats. Further, children’s cognitive advertising 
literacy has a clear positive effect on brand recall, while the negative effect on attitudes is little to non-existent. On the other hand, 
children’s affective and moral advertising literacy has a negative effect on their attitudes and brand recall.

4.3.2.	 Study 2: Children’s knowledge and judgment of 
new advertising tactics

Pieter De Pauw, Ralf De Wolf, Liselot Hudders & Veroline Cauberghe4

4  This extended abstract is based on De Pauw, P. De Wolf, R. Hudders, L. and Cauberghe, V. (2016). Children’s knowledge and judgment of con-
temporary advertising formats and tactics. Submitted for publication in New Media & Society.   

Highlights of this study 
�� “Children (9-to-11-year old)  have a basic understanding and knowledge about adver-

tising in general, including persuasive and selling intent”
�� “Children don’t know much about new advertising tactics (integration, interaction, 

personalization) but once explained they are able to understand and provide exam-
ples they  have experienced”

�� “Children have difficulties with comprehending the implicit mechanism of uncon-
scious persuasion and question its effectiveness (e.g., ‘why should they pay for ap-
pearing in the movie, as nobody notices it anyway?’).”

�� “Children were able to make a judgment about new advertising tactics, while taking 
into account multiple perspectives and stakeholders.  
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Research aim
The goal of this study is to investigate the cognitive and moral advertising literacy of children towards advergames, brand place-
ment and pre-roll video advertising. Following research questions are studied: (1) what do children know about new advertising 
tactics (integration, personalization and interaction) and are they able to understand these tactics? (2) How do children judge new 
advertising tactics? And (3) what are the underlying reasoning strategies of children to judge new advertising tactics? 

Methods
As the research questions addressed in the present study are mainly focused on exploring children’s subjective viewpoints of (and 
experiences with) the new advertising formats and tactics, qualitative methods seemed most appropriate. In particular, small fo-
cus groups were organized, in order to most adequately stimulate participants both to voice their own perspective, as to take the 
perspectives of others. The following results are based on 12 single gender class-based group discussions, each consisting of five 5th 
and 6th grade (9-to-11-year old) pupils, from 4 different schools in Flanders, Belgium (N = 60). Six discussion group were held with 
girls, while the other six groups included only boys. In the first part of the discussion, children’s knowledge and abilities regarding 
the new advertising formats and tactics were probed by showing three video’s that illustrate three advertising formats which re-
spectively involve advertising integration (product placement for M&M’s in the 2011 Smurfs movie) and interaction (advergame 
for Kellogg’s Froot Loops), and personalization (YouTube video with retargeted pre-roll ad for Lego Dimensions). In the second part, 
evaluations of the new advertising formats and tactics were stimulated by presenting the children with three different scenarios in 
comic format which illustrate the possible dilemma’s that children may face when judging integrated, interactive and personalized 
forms of advertising. 

Results
1.	 Recognizing and understanding advertising tactics 
As concerns children’s knowledge and abilities regarding the new advertising formats and tactics, they did not seem vigilant regard-
ing the identification of advertising in media content (movies and games). When they did notice the commercial elements, they 
often referred to the fit with the media content (e.g. M&M’s are in the film because they are blue, just as the Smurfs). With regard 
to personalized advertising, few children immediately understood that the advertisement was based on personal information (i.e. 
previous browsing behaviour). 

Once we informed them of the presence of advertising, we asked the children how they think the tactics work. In general, most 
of them showed a basic understanding, i.e. that by exposure to the advertised product (and by presenting it in a positive manner) 
consumers will be more likely to purchase (or ask their parents for) that product. A small number of children also spontaneously 
mentioned the mechanism of ‘positive affect transfer’, which is most salient in the case of brand placement and advergames (e.g. 
as they appear in a fun movie, children will think M&M’s are also nice, and will ask their parent to purchase them). As concerns 
personalized advertisement, it was clear that most children had not previously reflected on whether and how their personal infor-
mation is collected and used. However, when we later explained them how the tactics work, nearly all of the children understood 
and spontaneously mentioned other occasions in which they were confronted with these tactics (e.g. online shopping for cele-
bration clothes, and later encountering advertising for the visited web shop on YouTube). Despite this quick grasp of how the new 
tactics function, few children were convinced of their effectiveness, as most of them did not immediately acknowledge the implicit 
mechanism of ‘unconscious persuasion’ (e.g. why should they pay for appearing in the movie, as nobody notices it anyway?). 

2.	 Children’s initial and elaborated judgement 
Children’s general judgment of the new advertising tactics, then, initially seemed largely determined by the way they experience 
the respective formats. Hence, as brand placement and advergames usually integrate advertising in a fun and immersive context, 
most of the children evaluated these formats positively, and showed indifference toward the used tactics. Noteworthy, however, 
is that the online advertising formats (advergames and personalized advertising) easily elicited feelings of insecurity among the 
children (mostly in terms of being hacked or getting computer viruses). 
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After carefully explaining the tactics, children’s first reaction was often that these techniques are ‘cool’ or ‘special’ and ‘clever’, and 
remarkably, that it must be a good thing in terms of company profits. They were less positive, however, on the fact that through 
brand placement and advergames little objective information is given about product quality. In the case of personalized advertis-
ing, children liked the idea of getting only personally relevant information, yet some of them remarked that this also prevented 
them to learn about new products. 
Even after this explanation of the tactics, many children seemed to remain indifferent toward brand placement and advergames, 
as it was hard for them to acknowledge that advertising can be equally persuasive when it remains unnoticed. Consequently, most 
of the children had few issues with the appropriateness of these formats. However, when we encouraged the children to reflect 
more intensively on the possibility of being persuaded on an implicit level, and when the children acknowledged this mechanism, 
many of them eventually did judge this practice as deceptive – especially when it leads to buying things (or pressuring parents to 
do so) that were not previously desired or that are regretted later. 

After elaborating more thoroughly on the specifics of personalized advertising, then, few children remained indifferent when they 
were made aware of the fact that this advertising format makes use of personal information other than keyword searches alone 
(e.g. chat or mail history). Quite remarkable in this context is that the majority of the children expressed their concerns with ex-
plicit reference to the notion of privacy. There were many occasions in which the children expressed evaluations of the advertising 
tactics that were very likely to be of a moral and sometimes even of an ethical nature, especially after discussing the dilemmas in 
the comic scenarios which were presented to the children in part two. That is, children showed to be able to consider the conse-
quences of advertising tactics for (unknown) others and abstract entities (e.g. ‘the presence of advertising should be clear, because 
young children are not yet aware of it’, and ‘if the computer was alive, he wouldn’t like it either if you were spying on him’). 
Most often, however, children’s evaluations were constituted by a trade-off between both the positive considered properties 
(usually individual, e.g. ‘advergames are fun’) and the negative considered properties (often moral, e.g. ‘not everybody knows it’s 
advertising’) of the advertising tactics. 

Finally, it is remarkable to note that although children often referred to (abstract) third parties when discussing privacy issues with 
personalized advertising, they referred even more to the unwanted information flow toward known parties such as parents and 
friends (known as ‘social privacy’; e.g. a lot of children do not like it when parents use the family computer and get to see adver-
tising based on the children’s personal preferences). 

Discussion
First, this study found that, in general, children do not actively look out for advertising that is embedded in entertaining and/or 
interactive media content, and that they usually had not reflected before on how the new advertising tactics work (e.g. through 
positive affect transfer, or by collecting personal data). However, when making them aware of these tactics, and explaining them 
how they function, virtually all of the children showed that they were able to understand. This even applies to the implicit mech-
anism of persuasion without awareness of the commercial elements, which was initially hard for the children to grasp. This is an 
important finding, as it is now clear that, although children may not spontaneously reflect on the new advertising tactics when 
confronted with them, they can be empowered by explaining them where to look for these tactics and how they function. Second, 
it was demonstrated that children, armed with new tactic awareness and comprehension, were also able to make judgments about 
these tactics in which the reasoning surpasses the individual consequences alone. For instance, in evaluating these tactics, children 
took the perspective of other children (e.g. stating that embedded advertising should be disclosed as younger children cannot 
independently make the distinction with the editorial media content), of undefined others (e.g. they also wouldn’t like it when 
you would check their private information), of companies and economies (who need to make money too, e.g. to pay wages and to 
stimulate economic growth), and many other (abstract) social actors. This ability for advanced perspective taking is important in 
the context of contemporary advertising, as it essential to form well-balanced moral (and even ethical) judgments about advertis-
ing, which allow children to make conscious decisions about commercial products and services.  
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4.3.3.	 Study 3: Comparing TV ads and advergames 
targeting children 

Katarina Panic, Veroline Cauberghe & Patrick De Pelsmacker5

Research aim
The present study looks into the role of cognitive as well as attitudinal reactions toward advergames while comparing the under-
lying persuasion mechanism for both traditional and new advertising forms. In addition, it examines the impact of persuasion 
knowledge evoked by a commercial and a non-commercial advergame on persuasive effects.  

Study 1
Method
Children are either exposed to a TV commercial or advergame. Both the commercial and the advergame promote Lay’s natural 
potato chips, a product highly popular and well-known among children. To make the stimuli realistic, the Lay’s 30-second TV com-
mercial is integrated into a television program, simulating a commercial break. This way, children are sequentially exposed to a 
fragment from SpongeBob Square Pants (a popular television program for children), followed by the Lay’s potato chips commercial 
showing people eating Lay’s chips and having a good time at a party. The total exposure time to the program and the commercial 
break was two minutes. A visual disclaimer is placed at the beginning and at the end of the television commercial, announcing a 
break (“We’ll be back after the commercial break”) and welcoming the viewer back to the program. In the advergame condition, 
each child gets to play a Lay’s advergame on the computer. In this game, the player is challenged to get to a (Lay’s) party within the 
given time, earning bonus points when collecting bags of Lay’s chips along the way.

Afterwards, children were asked to fill in a standardized questionnaire with the help of one of the researchers, and asked to 
choose their answers from a set of picture response options. Children’s attitudes toward the game, persuasion knowledge, and 
behavioural outcome (purchase request) are measured. In total, 254 children participated in the study (44% male, M age=8). The 
respondents are all second- or third grade pupils, randomly recruited from different primary schools in Belgium.

5  The extended abstract is based on Panic, K., Cauberghe, V., & De Pelsmacker, P. (2013). Comparing TV Ads and Advergames Targeting Children: 
The Impact of Persuasion Knowledge on Behavioral Responses. Journal of Advertising, 42(2-3), 264-273. 

Highlights of this study 
�� “Children like advergames more than television commercials”
�� “Children have more difficulties in understanding the commercial nature of adverga-

mes than that of television commercials”
�� “Advergames persuade children through positive affective reactions and challenge 

them in using their cognitive advertising literacy”
�� “No differences were found for the effect of persuasion knowledge on persuasive 

outcomes between a game with social and commercial content”
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Results
Pearson’s chi-square test shows that persua-
sion knowledge is significantly lower after 
exposure to the advergame than after seeing 
the TV ad (chi-square = 38.000, p < .001). Next, 
multiple regression analyses were run with the 
attitude toward the advertising format and 
persuasion knowledge as independent vari-
ables and the behavioural responses (purchase 
request) as the dependent variable.  In the TV 
advertisement condition, the results show a 
significant negative effect of persuasion knowl-
edge on purchase request (Beta = −.242, t = 
−2.243, p = .028). 

However, persuasion knowledge appears to 
have no significant effect on children’s pur-
chase request in the advergame condition 
(Beta = .151, t = 1.696, p = .093). When looking 
at the affective measure, results show that in 
the TV ad condition there is no significant ef-
fect of the attitude toward the advertising for-
mat on purchase request (Beta= .028, t= .217, 
p = .829). This is in contrast to the advergame, 
where results show a positive and significant 
effect of attitude toward the game on pur-
chase request (Beta=.239, t = 2.679, p = .008). 

Study 2
Method
Using two between-subjects groups, the Lay’s commercial advergame from Study 1 is compared to a new, non-commercial game 
to investigate the effect of message content on the influence of persuasion knowledge on behavioural intention. For the social 
game, we use a game that is especially developed to teach children the importance of eating healthy food. While playing, children 
are challenged to collect as many healthy snacks as possible within the given time. This way, children learn to distinguish healthy 
from unhealthy snacks, as bonus points can be earned only when the avatar eats healthy snacks (fruit, vegetables, cheese, etc.) 
and leaves the unhealthy ones (donuts, ice cream, etc.) behind.

After playing the games, children were asked to fill in a standardized questionnaire with the help of one of the researchers, and 
asked to choose their answers from a set of picture response options. Children’s attitudes toward the game, persuasion knowl-
edge, and behavioural outcome (purchase request) are measured. In total 128 children participated (47% male; M age=8). The 
respondents are all second- and third-grade pupils, recruited from different primary schools in Belgium. The respondents are ran-
domly exposed to one of the two experimental conditions.

Results
Two separate multiple regression analyses are run for the commercial and the non-commercial game condition, with the attitude 
toward the game and persuasion knowledge as independent variables and purchase request as the dependent variable. There 

Figure 16. Attitude towards the game (with cue)

Figure 17. Purchase request without and with showing cue in advergame
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appears to be no significant effect of persuasion knowledge on behavioural intention either in the commercial game condition 
(Beta=.119, t = 1.024, p = .309) or in the social game condition (Beta = −.093, t = −715, p = .478). Further, the attitude toward the 
game appears to have a marginally positive effect on behavioural intention in the advergame condition (Beta = .270, t = 1.880, p = 
.067) but not in the non-commercial game condition (Beta = .052, t = .662, p = .646).

Discussion
Overall, the results suggest that the underlying mechanism of the persuasion process is different for traditional than for new ad-
vertising formats. Moreover, the results confirm that children like advergames more than they like TV advertisements but also that 
they have more difficulty in understanding the commercial nature of these games. This is in line with previous findings by Mallinck-
rodt and Mizerski (2007) and Owen, Lewis, Auty and Buijzen (2010). The next step in our research was to understand the specific 
ways in which persuasion knowledge affects the persuasion process. The results show that while children’s defence mechanisms 
for television commercials seem to be in line with the cognitive defence view, advergames persuade children through positive af-
fective reactions toward the games, without any effect of persuasion knowledge. Contrary to what we expected, the results of the 
second study show that, in a gaming context, the effect of persuasion knowledge on persuasive outcomes does not differ between 
a game with commercial and a game with social content. These results may indicate that in a gaming context, children’s persuasion 
knowledge does not affect behavioural outcome, regardless of the message content. 

Today, policymakers all over the world consider children’s cognitive development when determining advertising regulations con-
cerning children. However, the present study argues that this cognitive focus is no longer sufficient. The affect-based nature of 
contemporary advertising demands a radical revision of our conceptualization of “fair” marketing to children. The current study 
suggests that the ethical debate should no longer focus solely on the question of until what age we should protect children; policy-
makers should also take into account children’s (in)ability to resist implicit affect-based persuasion when deciding on regulations. 

Figure 18. Attitude towards the game
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4.3.4.	 Study 4: Children’s responses to television 
commercials versus advergames

Liselot Hudders, Veroline Cauberghe & Katarina Panic6v

Research aim
The study aims to investigate children’s advertising literacy and advertising effects for TV commercials and advergames. In particu-
lar, (1) children’s cognitive and affective advertising literacy for advergames vs. TV commercials, (2) the mitigating role of advertis-
ing literacy on purchase requests, and 3) the moderating impact of training sessions were investigated.

Method
An experimental study was conducted by using a 2 by 2 between subjects experimental design. First, half of the children partici-
pated in a 15-minute advertising training (followed by a 10-minute filler task), while the other half followed a 15-minute regular 
course, which was unrelated to advertising. Next, all children were randomly exposed to either the commercial or the advergame. 
After watching the commercial or playing the advergame, they were asked to fill in a paper-and-pencil questionnaire to measure 
the dependent and mediating variables. To manipulate the advertising format, one traditional 30-second TV commercial and 
one advergame were selected; both promoted the same brand to avoid confounding effects of preceding brand knowledge and 
attitude. We chose a product and brand that did not target one particular gender and was highly relevant for the children in the 
sample: Paula the Cow pudding. Children in the sample had a positive attitude toward the brand (M = 3.95, SD = 1.06). To manip-
ulate the training session, half of the children attended a 15-minute advertising literacy training session, while the other half were 
presented a 15-minute regular course unrelated to advertising (control condition, similar procedure used). Both were instructional 
group conversations, a commonly used method in primary schools, and they were given to everyone as a group in the classroom 
(about 15 children per classroom). In total, 78 children from the third year in primary school (age eight or nine) participated in the 
study (32 boys and 46 girls). The children were randomly selected out of three different elementary schools in a West European 
country (Belgium). Before participating in the study, parental consent was provided.

Results
A multiple mediation analysis was performed to test the mediating impact of cognitive and affective advertising literacy on the ef-
fect of advertising format (0=TV commercial, 1=advergame) on purchase requests. The analysis showed that the advertising format 
affected children’s cognitive (a1 = -0.33, SE =.18, t = -1.82, p = .073) and affective (a2= -1.54, SE = .22, t = -6.87, p <.001) advertising 
literacy. This result suggests that children had a lower cognitive and affective advertising literacy level for an advergame than for 
a TV commercial (although it should be noted that the difference in cognitive advertising literacy was only marginally significant). 
Further, the results showed that affective (b2 = -0.33, SE = .16, t = -2.11, p = .038), but not cognitive (b2= 0.24, SE =.20, t = 1.20, p = 
.23) advertising literacy affected purchase requests. Accordingly, the indirect effect of advertising format on purchase requests via 

6  Hudders, L., Cauberghe, V. & Panic, K. (2016a). How Advertising Literacy Training Affect Children’s Responses to Television Commercials ver-
sus Advergames. International Journal of Advertising, forthcoming (SSCI impact factor 2014: 1.094).

Highlights of this study 
�� “Children are more persuaded by advergames than by television commercials” 
�� “Attitudinal defences (adhering a critical attitude) is more  effective in reducing adver-

tising effects than cognitive defences (understanding and recognition) in decreasing 
advertising effects”

�� “Cognitive advertising only mitigates advertising influence when affective advertising 
literacy is also high”
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affective advertising literacy was significant (a2 x b2= 0.515, SE = .25, 95% CI =[.0478, 1.0494]), while the indirect effect via cogni-
tive advertising literacy was not (a2 x b2 = -0.077, SE = .09, 95% CI = [-.3202, .0335]). To conclude, the direct effect of the advertising 
format on purchase requests was not significant (c’= -0.27, SE=.40, t = -.68, p = .50). 

In addition, we investigated the moderating impact of affective advertising literacy on the relationship between cognitive advertis-
ing literacy and purchase requests with the Hayes macro, model 1 (5000 bootstrap resamples). This analysis revealed a marginally 
significant interaction effect between cognitive and affective advertising literacy on purchase requests (a x b= x0.34, SE=.17, t= 
-1.98, p=.052). In particular, the results of the conditional effects indicated a positive effect of cognitive advertising literacy on 
purchase requests (B= .60, SE = .25, t = 2.38, p = .02) when affective advertising literacy is low. This implies that children who like 
advergames have a higher purchase requests when their cognitive advertising literacy level is high compared to when it is low. 
When affective advertising literacy is moderate, however, cognitive advertising literacy has no significant impact on purchase 
requests (B = .18, SE = .19, t = .96, p = .34). In contrast, cognitive advertising literacy has a negative but non-significant impact on 
purchase requests (B = -.24, SE = .32, t = -.75, p = .46) when affective advertising literacy is high. Further, our results reveal that a 
high affective advertising literacy level leads to lower purchase requests than a low affective advertising literacy level when cogni-
tive advertising literacy is moderate (B = -.31, SE = .12, t = -2.53, p = .01) or high (B = -.58, SE = .20, t = -2.92, p = .005) but not when 
cognitive advertising literacy is low (B = -.04, SE = .17, t = -.24, p = .81).

Discussion
The results showed that children requested the advertised brand more after playing an advergame than after seeing the commer-
cial. From this, it can be concluded that children seem to be more persuaded by an advergame than by a traditional TV commercial, 
which is in line with previous research (e.g. Panic et al., 2013). In addition, these effects seem to be mediated by affective but not 
by cognitive advertising literacy. These results suggest that attitudinal defences were more effective in decreasing advertising ef-
fects than cognitive defences, especially for advergames, as was suggested by Rozendaal et al. (2011). When exploring the moder-
ating impact of affective advertising literacy on the impact of cognitive advertising literacy on purchase request, the results indicate 
a trend that cognitive advertising literacy only seems to mitigate advertising influence when the affective advertising literacy is 
high. When the affective advertising literacy is low, cognitive advertising literacy appears to have a positive influence on children’s 
purchase request. These results suggest that when children possess knowledge regarding persuasive intent, they are inclined to 
follow these suggestions to buy the product. 

In sum, these results underline the importance of (1) making children aware of implicit advertising formats, (2) with a focus on 
both the cognitive and affective advertising literacy. The latter directly decreases the advertising effects, whereas the former miti-
gates the advertising influence when having a high affective advertising literacy.

Figures 19 and 20. Cognitive and Attitudinal advertising literacy towards TV commercials and Advergames
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4.3.5.	 Study 5: Children’s attitude and knowledge of 
advergames and advertising funded programs 

Liselot Hudders, Veroline Cauberghe, Katarina Panic & Wendy De Vos7

Research aim
The study aims to compare children’s advertising literacy level and the advertising effects for advergames and advertiser funded 
programs (AFP). In particular, the study investigated 1) the level of cognitive and affective advertising literacy of children; 2) how 
advertising literacy mediates the effect of advertising format on pester power and materialism.  

Method
An experimental study using a 2 (Advertising format: AFP versus Advergame) by 2 (Course: Advertising literacy training session ver-
sus regular course) between-subjects factorial design is conducted. An advergame and an AFP were selected for the same brand, 
The Efteling, a famous Dutch theme park. 

In total, 133 children (7-9 year olds, 54.9% boys) participated in the study. First, half of the children participated in a twenty min-
utes advertising literacy training session while the other half participated in a twenty minutes regular course. After the children 
took part in this training session or course, they were either instructed to play an advergame or watch an AFP, both for three 
minutes (to obtain uniform exposure time). Afterwards, children were asked to complete a short questionnaire to measure their 
advertising literacy level, advertising effectiveness and socio-demographics.

Results
The results are not in line with the expectations. Children’s cognitive advertising literacy level does not differ for AFP (M = .62, SE = 
.04) versus the advergame (M = .63, SE = .04; (t(130) = -.31, p = .76)). Children do seem significantly more critical towards adverga-
mes (M = 4.10, SE = .14) than towards advertising funded programs (M = 3.40, SE = .14, (t(131)= 3.36, p = .001)).

7  This extended abstract is based on Hudders, L., Cauberghe, V., Panic, K. & De Vos (2014) Children’s advertising literacy for new advertising for-
mats: the mediating impact of advertising literacy on the (un)intended effects of advergames and advertising funded programs. In Proceedings 
of the 13th International ICORIA conference. Amsterdam, The Netherlands.  

Highlights of this study
�� “Children are more critical towards an advertising funded program than an adver-

game”
�� “No differences were found in understanding the persuasive intent between adver-

games and advertising funded programs”
�� “Affective persuasion knowledge mediates the impact on pester power and material-

ism. No such results were found for cognitive persuasion knowledge”
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To test the mediating effect of cognitive and affective advertising literacy on pester power and materialism, a multiple mediation 
analysis was conducted. This study confirmed that affective advertising literacy significantly mediates (B = .2953, SE = .1097, 95% 
CI = [.1197, .5562]) the effect of advertising format on purchase request, but cognitive advertising literacy does not (B = .0178, SE = 
.0596, 95% CI = [ -.0965, .1473]). In a similar fashion affective advertising literacy mediates (B = .0281, SE = .0164, 95% CI = [.0038, 
.0704]) the impact of advertising format on materialism, but cognitive advertising literacy does not (B = -.0003, SE = .0052, 95% CI 
= [-.0140, .0087]).

Discussion
The results indicate that children are more critical towards an advertising funded program than an advergame. No differences in 
understanding the persuasive intent was found between the two formats was found. The latter can be explained by a ceiling effect 
concerning the difficulty of understanding the persuasive intent of the integrated formats. The results also show that the impact 
of advertising format on pester power and materialism is mediated by affective persuasion knowledge, but not by cognitive per-
suasion knowledge. This is in line with previous research and highlights the importance of the attitudinal dimension of advertising 
literacy. 

4.3.6.	 Study 6: Children’s attitude and knowledge of 
brand placement 

Liselot Hudders, Veroline Cauberghe & Katarina Panic

Highlights of the study
�� “Older children (fifth grade) have a higher cognitive advertising literacy for brand 

placement than younger children (second grade).”
�� “A higher cognitive advertising literacy level did not decrease brand attitudes”  

Figures 21 and 22. Cognitive and Attitudinal advertising literacy towards Advertiser funded programmes and 
Advergames
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Research aim
Recent studies suggest that children have difficulties with detecting the commercial nature of such integrated formats (Evans, Carl-
son & Hoy, 2013) and have trouble applying their knowledge (Brucks et al., 1988). Therefore, this study investigates whether and 
how advertising literacy mediates the relation between age and attitude toward a brand placed in a movie context by comparing 
seven- to eight-year-old children’s (hereafter referred to as second grade) attitudes towards a brand placed in a movie context with 
those of ten- to eleven-year-old children (hereafter referred to as fifth grade). Following research questions and hypotheses are 
proposed: 

RQ1: Is there an age difference in the identification of brand placements and the advertising literacy for brand placements 
and does this advertising literacy lead to lower brand attitudes?
RQ2: Does movie attitude moderate the mediating effect of advertising literacy on the relation between age and brand 
attitude?

Method
A cross-sectional study was set up with two different age groups of children (second vs. fifth grade). Age of the child is treated as 
an independent variable. Children’s attitude toward the brand placed in the movie fragment is measured as a dependent variable. 
The mediating variable is advertising literacy, and attitude toward the movie is considered as the moderating variable on the effect 
between advertising literacy and brand attitude.

Children from different schools in Belgium were selected. In each school, two different age groups were selected: children from 
the second grade and children from the fifth grade. The mean age of the children from the second grade was 7.26 (SD = 1.54, min 
= 7, max = 9; 45 boys and 53 girls). The mean age of the children from the fifth grade was 10.40 (SD = 1.55, min = 10, max = 12; 37 
boys and 45 girls). In total, 180 children (98 girls, Mage = 8.69, SD = 1.65) children participated in this study.

The parents of the children each received a letter with information about the study and the request to grant permission to let their 
child participate in a study. Their children were asked to watch a short brand placement fragment from the film Alvin and the Chip-
munks: The Squeakquel. This film was selected because this movie targets children from two to twelve years of age. Children saw 
a short fragment of this movie (four minutes) in which only one brand, the game console Wii, was placed prominently for about 
one minute and thirty seconds. After watching the fragment, the children had to complete a short questionnaire measuring their 
movie attitude, identification of commercial content, advertising literacy and brand attitude. 

Results
First, we examined whether age had an impact on children’s ability to identify commercial content to answer RQ1. However, in gen-
eral, only eleven children of the total sample (6%, N = 180) were able to identify the commercial content in the movie. A χ2 analysis 
revealed that age significantly affected this identification of commercial content (χ2 (1) = 9.72, p = .002). The results suggested 
that significantly more children from the fifth grade (n = 10, 12.2%) recognized the commercial content compared to children from 
the second grade (n= 1, 1.0%, z = 3.1, p = .002). However, since the number of children who were able to identify the commercial 
content was so low, this variable was not further included as a mediator in the analyses. 

Second, we conducted a mediation analysis using the PROCESS model of Hayes (2013; model 14, 5000 bootstrap samples) to inves-
tigate whether the relation between age and brand attitude is mediated by advertising literacy (RQ2). In addition, we included the 
moderating role of movie attitude on the relation between advertising literacy on brand attitude to examine whether the impact of 
advertising literacy on brand attitude is different when movie attitude is high versus low. The results of this analysis first revealed 
that age has a significant impact on advertising literacy (B = .16, SE = .05, t = 3.34, p = .001). The children from the fifth grade (M = 
.46, SE = .04) had a higher advertising literacy level compared to the children from the second grade (M = .30, SE = .03). However, 
advertising literacy was not significantly related to brand attitude (B = −1.32, SE = 1.41, t = −.94, p = .35). Further, movie attitude 
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does not moderate the relation between advertising literacy and brand attitude (B = .35, SE = .30, t = 1.15, p = .25). Related to re-
search questions one and two, these results suggest that although children from the fifth grade have a higher advertising literacy 
level compared to children from the second grade, advertising literacy does not mediate the relationship between age and brand 
attitude, and movie attitude does not function as a moderator in the relation between advertising literacy and brand attitude. 
Therefore, for brand placements, older children cannot benefit from a higher advertising literacy level, even when they did not like 
the movie in which the brand was placed and more critical attitudes could be expected.

Discussion
The findings show that although children from the fifth grade have a higher advertising literacy level and were slightly more able 
to identify commercial content than children from the second grade, their increased advertising literacy level did not decrease 
brand attitudes. This is in line with past research showing that advertising literacy does not attenuate advertising effects when ad-
vertisements are cognitively engaging and highly affect-driven (An & Stern, 2011; Rozendaal, Lapierre, et al., 2011; Waiguny et al., 
2014). For brand placements, this may be especially the case, as children need their cognitive capacities to follow and understand 
the media content and there are no resources left to elaborate on the advertising content and critically evaluate it. In addition, 
highly affective media content does not motivate children to process the content critically. Hence, although they might possess a 
certain level of advertising literacy, it will not be activated or triggered when they are exposed to brand placements in a movie. This 
may suggest that other mechanisms are at play here. As such, it is possible that attitudinal advertising literacy drives these effects 
among the older children (Rozendaal et al., 2011). Attitudinal advertising literacy refers to the affective set of attitudes consumers 
hold towards advertising and specific advertising formats. 

This study aimed at unravelling the effects of attitudinal mechanisms by investigating the moderating impact of movie attitude, 
which may be related to attitudinal advertising literacy but is different from it. While attitudinal advertising literacy refers to chil-
dren’s learned attitudes towards the advertising format, movie attitude refers to children’s affective reaction to the media content 
in which the brand was placed. However, we expected that a low movie attitude might help children in applying their advertising 
literacy, which might in turn lead to lower brand attitudes. However, contrary to expectations, the effect of advertising literacy on 
brand attitude was not moderated by children’s attitude towards the movie. 

In sum, this study further emphasizes the need for strategies to enable children to critically reflect on brand placement. As the 
study also showed that only a few children were able to correctly identify the commercial content, children need to be helped to be 
able to identify the placements. This identification may be the first and necessary precondition for advertising literacy to have an 
effect. Therefore, a warning cue may be very helpful in identifying commercial content. Once this commercial content is identified, 
coping tactics may be activated. However, even when children are able to identify the commercial content, it may be difficult for 
them to apply the right coping strategy. Therefore, children need to be taught how to reflect on the advertised content. As Friestad 
and Wright (1994) suggest, advertising literacy develops and is further refined when consumers become experienced. That is, they 
learn from each persuasion attempt. When consumers have limited experience with persuasion attempts, they do not know how 
to cope with them and they use simple rules. These rules become more sophisticated over time. They learn from trial and error 
which coping strategy is most effective. Especially for children, it may be difficult to know how to cope with advertised content. 
Therefore, it is important to teach them simple strategies to help them cope with integrated advertising content. Future research 
should investigate how and which coping strategies are effective in attenuating advertising effects for children of different ages.
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5.1.	 INTRODUCTION 
As discussed in the previous part, a large body of research focused on how children cope with new advertising formats. In these 
studies, some important societal issues have been investigated, such as children’s advertising literacy about these commercial mes-
sages, their susceptibility to unintended advertising effects, and their coping strategies (Rozendaal et al., 2011). Surprisingly, most 
of the studies have focused on children aged 5 to 12. Teenagers (roughly 12-18 years old) have received less scholarly attention, 
because they are considered as less vulnerable and thus no priority group for academic exploration (Sandberg, Gidlöf & Holmberg, 
2011; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006). However, we believe that this holds for traditional television advertising, which is fairly easy 
and straightforward to recognize and understand, but that this is not necessarily applicable to newer (online) advertising practices. 
In this part, we address how teenagers cope with advertising in a new media environment. To date, little is known about how teen-
agers deal with new, hybrid and interactive advertising formats, leaving us with various unanswered questions: what is their ad-
vertising literacy towards these new ad formats? What are the underlying psychological processes (cognitive, affective, conative)? 
How do teens respond to these advertising tactics? Are they susceptible to advertising effects? These questions will be addressed 
in the current chapter by presenting an overview of the available literature, followed by a series of experimental studies on online 
advertising to fill the gaps in the literature. 

5.1.1.	 Television commercials

In a survey study, Mangleburg, Grewal and Bristol (1998) investigated the antecedents of a critical and sceptical attitude of teen-
agers (average age 16 years) towards television commercials. They revealed that cognitive dispositional advertising literacy (i.e. 
marketplace knowledge) among teenagers was positively associated with the recognition of advertising techniques. Also, teens 
with a higher marketplace knowledge were found to be better in identifying ads that are truthful or misleading. This indicates 
that advertising literacy is important to critically interpret, evaluate, and respond to persuasion attempts in order to identify how, 
when, and why marketers try to influence people. An early study conducted by Boush et al. (1994) found that although teens have 
sophisticated dispositional knowledge about specific tactics in television advertising (e.g. humour, endorsement, etc.), it is still 
considerably lower than that of adults. It is important to note, however, that, as teenagers grow older, they do display a higher 
cognitive awareness and understanding of tactics that advertisers use.
This last study particularly demonstrates that teenagers’ dispositional advertising literacy regarding television commercials is not 
yet entirely ‘on point’. This is worrisome considering how new advertising formats are more difficult to recognize and understand. 
Verhellen et al. (2014) found that teenagers (11-14 year) who were exposed to new advertising (advergames and product place-
ment) needed significantly more help recalling the brand in the commercial message than teens who saw a traditional television 
ad. The results also suggest that teens could have lower levels of situational advertising literacy toward hybrid advertising formats 
due to their inexperience and unfamiliarity, but also because of the nature of these novel persuasion tactics (i.e. entertaining, 
interactive, embedded, etc.). In the next paragraphs, we will address these issues. 

5.1.2.	 Advergames

As mentioned earlier, advergames are characterized by their interactive, involving and immersive nature, and are usually very en-
joyable to play. The lines between advertising and entertainment, however, are unclear (Van Reijmersdal et al., 2012). Therefore, 
teenagers could be less able to recognize and understand advergames as ‘commercial content’ (i.e. advertising literacy). Verhellen 
et al. (2014) demonstrated that teenagers (11-14 year) playing an advergame have more difficulty recalling the advertised brand 
compared to those who see a traditional television advertising. The authors argued that this might be due to the engaging nature 
of advergames that resulted in a limited amount of cognitive capacity left in the working memory that could have been used to 
activate advertising literacy. In another study, Hernandez and Chapa (2010) examined the factors influencing teens’ (age 10-15) 
brand recognition in advergames. The authors revealed that not all teens performed well in terms of advertising recognition in 
advergames. Those who exhibited lower or no affect toward the advergame and advertised product obtained significant lower 
advertising recognition scores. Furthermore, Hernandez and Chapa (2009) found that teenagers aged 10-15 year have lower brand 
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recognition levels when they are exposed to a moderate arousal advergame compared to a high arousal advergame. This indicates 
that an advergame should be highly arousing in order to generate brand awareness among teenagers. 

Overall, these results show that teenagers, just like children, have difficulties in ‘recognizing’ the commercial intent of advergames.

5.1.3.	 Brand integration

Brand placement is a popular example of embedded advertising and is a format in which branded products are included within 
media content (e.g. film, television program, etc.) (Karrh, 1998). Because of the integration of marketing stimuli in mass media 
programming, the format makes it more difficult for teens to activate their advertising literacy and identify the persuasive intent. 
Vanwesenbeeck et al. (2016a) demonstrated that teens scored low in terms of situational cognitive advertising literacy (selling and 
persuasive intent) for product placement in games due to its ‘hidden’ nature. In another study, conducted by Matthes and Naderer 
2015, the results followed the same trend. Young teenagers (until the age of 14) were exposed to an excerpt of the movie Alvin and 
the Chipmunks, including placements for the product Cheese Balls. The results showed that teenagers were as likely as younger 
children to consume the snack after being exposed to the product placement (see section 4). Based on the latter, they concluded 
that age does not protect children against such ‘hidden’ persuasion attempts (i.e. product placement) (Matthes & Naderer 2015). 
Nelson and McLeod (2005) confirmed these findings by showing that teens aged 11 and 15 did not differ significantly from each 
other with regard to product placement awareness. Moreover, the study also revealed that high brand-conscious teenagers were 
also those who were the most aware of this persuasion tactics, compared to lower brand-conscious teens. In sum, these studies 
all portray teenagers as not fully matured consumers whom are capable of recognizing product placement, nor understanding its 
persuasive intent. 

Contrary to these previous studies, Uribe & Fuentes-García (2015) showed how teens aged 12-15 year-old were significantly better 
in terms of cognitive brand awareness toward product placement than 9-year-olds. However, the older groups also had a higher 
behavioural disposition. Van Reijmersdal et al. (2015) recently conducted a study on the effects of brand placement disclosures on 
teenagers’ (13-17 year) situational cognitive advertising literacy. They showed that teens performed better in recognizing brand 
placement in a television program than adults. 

To conclude, the accumulated body of research shows inclusive findings for advertising literacy toward brand placement. There-
fore, we would like to encourage future research efforts investigating this topic to guarantee empirical clarity regarding this em-
bedded and hidden advertising tactic.  

5.1.4.	 Social network games

Nowadays, teenagers are spending an increasing amount of time playing social network games (SNGs), which can be defined as 
online communities where teens can meet and interact with new and existing friends and play games (Rozendaal et al., 2013). 
Some popular examples of SNGs are Neopets, Club Penguin and Habbo. As with advergames, SNGs also integrate advertising into 
highly entertaining content, and consequently, disguise their persuasive nature for inexperienced consumers. Vanwesenbeeck and 
colleagues conducted a series of three studies to investigate this issue. In a first study, Vanwesenbeeck et al. (2016a) revealed that 
more than half of the teens (10 -14 year) in their study did not understand the commercial nature of SNGs The results further con-
firm that teenagers have difficulties recognizing the commercial nature of a subtle and implicit advertising formats such as SNGs. 
Two other studies of Vanwesenbeeck et al. (2015, 2016b) focused on influential antecedents of advertising literacy towards SNGs 
among the same age group. The studies demonstrated that parental mediation styles which emphasize a child’s autonomy is posi-
tively associated with understanding selling and persuasive intent of advertising in SNGs. In other words, parental media guidance 
increases teens’ cognitive advertising literacy. 
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In sum, we can conclude that teenagers’ advertising literacy toward advertising in SNGs is poor, with parental mediation probably 
being a key factor in stimulating this knowledge. 

5.2.	 GAPS IN THE LITERATURE
The past sections show that prior literature has empirically addressed the topic of advertising literacy among teenagers (roughly 
12-18 years). However, not all advertising formats have received an equal amount of academic attention. In particular, teenagers’ 
advertising literacy regarding targeted advertising on social networking sites (SNSs) has rarely been covered in past research ef-
forts. SNSs have witnessed a dramatic increase in popularity over the past few years with teenagers being the most avid users. They 
spend much time on SNSs to develop their identities and interact with their social network by posting videos, pictures, comments, 
etc. (Lenhart, 2015). Because teenagers willingly post much information on these sites it is an ideal environment for advertisers. 
Specifically, it allows for targeted advertising. The latter technique tries to reach only those consumers that are most likely to be 
interested in a particular product or service through message adaptation based on personal information, demographic character-
istics and disclosed data. Targeted advertising is a frequently occurring practice in the environment of social media sites (Tucker, 
2014). Because of this fast-growing popularity of targeting on SNS, it is of great importance to gain a thorough understanding of 
how teens cope with these persuasion strategies. Unfortunately, scant knowledge is available on this topic. As Knoll (2015) argued 
in his review, the field of persuasive communication on SNSs is relatively new and currently underdeveloped. Therefore, this could 
prove to be a particular fruitful and relevant area, particularly when focusing on the advertising literacy of teenagers. In the next 
part of this chapter, we will present two experimental studies investigating how teenagers deal with targeted advertising on SNSs. 
Another study studies teenagers’ dispositional advertising literacy in general. 

Section Study Focus Format Method Respondents Age

5.3.1. De Jans et al. 
2016b

Cognition, critical 
attitude and moral 
reasoning

NA Survey study N=2663 12-18

5.3.2. Zarouali et al. 
2016a

Cognition and critical 
attitude

Retargeted 
advertising 
in SNS

Experimental 
study

N=365 16-18

5.3.3. Zarouali et al. 
2016b

Cognition and critical 
attitude

Social ad-
vertising in  
SNS

Experimental 
study

N=140

N=136

14-16

Table 7. Summary of the studies investigating teenagers’ advertising literacy
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5.3.	 ADLIT STUDIES INVESTIGATING TEENAGERS’ 
ADVERTISING LITERACY TOWARDS NEW 
ADVERTISING FORMATS

5.3.1.	 Study 1: Teenagers’ cognition, attitude and 
judgment towards new advertising

Steffi De Jans, Liselot Hudders & Veroline Cauberghe8

Research aim
This study makes a distinction between the three potential resistance strategies as conceptualized by Fransen, Verlegh, Kirmani 
and Smit (2015), namely avoidance, contesting and empowering, to examine how teenagers claim to cope with advertising. The 
current study expands previous research by investigating teenagers’ level of cognitive, moral and affective dispositional advertising 
literacy and how this advertising literacy influences how they claim to cope with advertising.

In addition, this study examines the impact of media ownership on how teenagers cope with advertising. In line with the socializa-
tion theory (John, 1999), which indicates that advertising literacy develops according to trial-and-error, we expect that the more 
media teenagers possess, the more experience they will have with advertising which will consequently make them more adver-
tising literate. Finally, the current research also investigates the impact of age on how teenagers cope with advertising. Based on 
the theory of cognitive development (Piaget, 1929), the theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1971) and the theory of emotion 
regulation (Calkins & Hill, 2007), we expect teenagers’ cognitive, moral and affective advertising literacy to increase with their age. 
In addition, we examine if a higher level of advertising literacy ensures more resistance to advertising.

Method
A large-scale study with 2.663 participants was conducted. This study is part of a lager research of Apestaartjaren, a biennially 
survey by LINC, Mediaraven and UGent in which the media use of Flemish teenagers is investigated. The participants were asked to 
fill in the survey individually in a classroom setting. A researcher and a teacher were always present to supervise and answer ques-
tions. A representative sample of 2.663 Flemish teenagers participated in the study from which 50,8% boys. 11 Flemish schools 
participated in the study. The average age of the participants was 14.81 years (M = 14.81, SD = 1.94). The socio-demographic rep-

8  The extended abstract is based on a study which will be submitted in an international peer-review journal 

Highlights of the study
�� “Teenagers’ level of dispositional advertising literacy is relatively high”
�� “Teenagers claim to largely resist advertising in the current commercial environment 

by avoiding it, by contesting it and by empowering themselves against it”
�� “Mainly the affective mechanisms ensure teenagers to resist advertising and its per-

suasion”
�� “The more media teenagers possess, the more cognitive advertising literacy they 

have. Their level of cognitive and moral advertising literacy also increases with their 
age”
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resentativeness of Flemish youth was pursued for the total sample by weighting on the variables gender and grade. 

Cognitive advertising literacy was measured by three items on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 
‘strongly agree’ (α = .73, M = 3.36, SD = .81). Further, affective advertising literacy was also measured by three items on the same 
five-point Likert-type scale (α = .65, M = 3.67, SD = .80). To measure moral advertising literacy, two items were measured on the 
same five-point Likert-type scale (α = .76, M = 4.49, SD = .71). Avoidance was measured by one five-point Likert-type scale item 
ranging from 1 ‘never’ to 5 ‘very often’ (M = 3.87, SD = 1.10). Contesting was measured by two items on the same five-point Likert-
type scale (r = .12, p < .001, M = 3.68, SD = .76). Further, empowerment was measured with one item on the same scale (M = 4.19, 
SD = .87). These items are derived from Rozendaal, Opree and Buijzen (2014), Hudders, Cauberghe and Panic (2015) and Fransen et 
al. (2015). Finally, media ownership was measured by 15 items based on which media devices teenagers have at home. The score 
on this construct varies from 0 to 15 (M = 9.19, SD = 2.04).

Results
First, teenagers’ general level of cognitive, moral and affective advertising literacy was examined. Teenagers claim to possess more 
moral advertising literacy (M = 4.49, SD = .71) than affective (M = 3.67, SD = .80; t(1979) = 39.12, p < .001) and cognitive advertising 
literacy (M = 3.36, SD = .81; t(1979) = 47.84, p < .001). The levels of cognitive and affective advertising literacy also differ signifi-
cantly (t(2585) = 13.60, p < .001). Further, it was investigated how teenagers claim to cope with advertising. Teenagers claim to 
resist advertising more by empowering themselves against it (M = 4.19, SD = .87) than by contesting it (M = 3.68, SD = .76; t(2576) 
= 28.60, p < .001) or by avoiding it (M = 3.87, SD = 1.10; t(2584) = 12.92, p < .001). In addition, the levels of contesting and avoiding 
also differ significantly (t(2576) = 7.37, p < .001). 

Further, the impact of teenagers’ advertising literacy on how they cope with advertising was investigated by conducting several 
regression analyses. First, a positive impact of cognitive (β1 = .18, t = 9.12, p < .001), affective (β2 = .42, t = 23.26, p < .001) and 
moral advertising literacy (β3 = .07, t = 3.58, p < .001) was found on the avoidance of advertising. A second regression analysis 
showed a negative impact of cognitive advertising literacy on the contestation of advertising (β1 = -.15, t = -6.81, p < .001), while 
affective (β2 = .21, t = 10.63, p < .001) and moral advertising literacy (β3 = .21, t = 9.36, p < .001) had a positive impact on this coping 
strategy. Likewise, a negative influence of cognitive advertising literacy (β1 = -.06, t = -3.08, p = .002) on the empowerment against 
advertising was found, while affective (β2 = .33, t = 17.89, p < .001) and moral advertising literacy (β3 = .28, t = 12.71, p < .001) had 
a positive impact on this resistance strategy. 

Multiple mediation analyses were conducted to examine the impact of media ownership on how teenagers cope with advertising 
via their level of advertising literacy. The more media teenagers possess, the more cognitive advertising literate they are (a1 = .03, 
SE = .01, t = 3.08, p = .002). First, an indirect effect was found of media ownership on the avoidance of advertising via teenagers’ 
cognitive advertising literacy (B1 = .01, SE = .00, 95% CI = [.0024, .0121]). Then, there was also a significant indirect effect of media 
ownership on the contestation of advertising via cognitive advertising literacy (B1 = -.00, SE = .00, 95% CI = [-.0071, -.0013]). Lastly, 
an indirect effect of media ownership was found on the empowerment against advertising via cognitive advertising literacy (B1 = 
-.00, SE = .00, 95% CI = [-.0043, -.0006]).

Finally, the impact of age on the coping strategies via teenagers’ advertising literacy was examined. Teenagers’ cognitive (a1 = .04, 
SE = .01, t = 3.83, p < .001) and moral advertising literacy (a3 = .02, SE = .01, t = 2.19, p = .029) increases with their age. First, there 
were two significant indirect effects of age on the avoidance of advertising via cognitive (B1 = .01, SE = .00, 95% CI = [.0045, .0161]) 
and moral advertising literacy (B3 = .00, SE = .00, 95% CI = [.0004, .0058]). Further, also two indirect effects were found of age on 
the contestation of advertising via cognitive (B1 = -.01, SE = .00, 95% CI = [-.0094, -.0025]) and moral advertising literacy (B3 = .00, SE 
= .00, 95% CI = [.0008, .0089]). Finally, the effect of age on the empowerment against advertising was mediated by both cognitive 
(B1 = -.00, SE = .00, 95% CI = [-.0056, -.0009]) and moral advertising literacy (B3 = .01, SE = .00, 95% CI = [.0008, .0133]). 
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Discussion
This study extends current research on advertising literacy among minors by examining the level of cognitive, moral and affective 
advertising literacy among teenagers (above 12 years) and by not only focusing on the cognitive dimension. The current study is 
also innovative as teenagers’ dispositional advertising literacy was measured without exposure to a specific advertising format. 
Moreover, this study expands previous research by measuring teenagers’ perceptions. 

Teenagers claim to be mostly moral advertising literate, followed by respectively affective and cognitive advertising literacy. Teen-
agers’ level of dispositional advertising literacy is nevertheless relatively high for the three dimensions. Further, teenagers claim 
to largely resist advertising in the current commercial environment by avoiding it, by contesting it and by empowering themselves 
against it as conceptualized by Fransen et al. (2015). 

In addition, it was examined if advertising literacy influences the way in which teenagers cope with advertising, in terms of the 
three resistance strategies. It was found that both a higher level of cognitive, affective and moral advertising literacy ensure more 
advertising avoidance. Further, the results indicated that both moral and affective advertising literacy have a positive impact on ad-
vertising contesting, while cognitive advertising literacy contradictory has a negative influence on the contestation of advertising. 
Similar results were found as regards to the empowerment against advertising. Cognitive advertising literacy again ensures more 
persuasion by advertising, while more affective and moral advertising literacy ensure less persuasion. These results confirm that 
mainly the affective mechanisms ensure teenagers to resist advertising and its persuasion. This is in line with Rozendaal, Lapierre, 
van Reijmersdal and Buijzen (2011) and the study of Hudders et al. (2015) that also affective mechanisms are needed for minors to 
resist the persuasion of advertising. 

Further, the more media teenagers possess, the more cognitive advertising literacy they have which is in line with the socialization 
theory (John, 1999). Finally, teenagers’ cognitive and moral advertising literacy increases with their age. This confirms that the 
development of teenagers’ cognitive and moral advertising literacy is linked to respectively the theory of cognitive development 
(Piaget, 1929) and the theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1971). While a higher level of cognitive advertising literacy ensures 
more persuasion, a higher level of moral advertising literacy assures more resistance to advertising. 

5.3.2.	 Study 2: Teenagers’ sceptical processing of 
retargeted Facebook ads 

Brahim Zarouali, Koen Ponnet, Michel Walrave & Karolien Poels9

9  This extended abstract is based on Zarouali, B., Ponnet, K., Walrave, M., & Poels, K. (2016). “Do you like cookies?” Adolescents’ skeptical pro-
cessing of retargeted Facebook-ads and the role of privacy concern and a debriefing cue.

Highlights of this study
�� “Targeted advertising leads to a higher ad scepticism than the non-targeting, which 

in turn leads to a lower purchase intention of the product.”
�� “A (debriefing) cue is necessary for adolescents to consciously notify that they are 

exposed to retargeting, which consequently elicits sceptical and critical evaluation 
advertising. “

�� “Online privacy concern among adolescents elicits a privacy protecting behaviour, in 
this case the sceptical evaluation of advertising. “
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Research aim
Advertisers are increasingly searching for new ways to adapt their messages to the characteristics or behaviour of consumers. In 
that regard, retargeting can be addressed as one of those recent innovative internet-based marketing practices. Retargeting re-
fers to exposing a user to an ad including a particular kind of content that (s)he searched for online or saw on a previously visited 
website (Goldfarb, 2013). This practice is frequently used in the data-rich environment of social network sites (SNS), and certainly 
on Facebook, where advertisers have rapidly adopted the technique over the past few years (Hamman & Plomion, 2013; Tucker, 
2014). The purpose of this study is to investigate how adolescents aged 16-18 years process (i.e. advertising scepticism) retargeted 
ads on Facebook, compared to non-retargeted ads, and how this influences their behavioural response (i.c. purchase intention).  
Furthermore, this study investigates the moderating role of privacy concern and a debriefing cue. This study proposes theoretical 
model, representing a moderated mediation relationship (see Figure 23), by drawing on different theoretical frameworks (see next 
section).

The first research question (RQ1) aims to test the direct relationship between retargeting and purchase intention, as retargeting 
can potentially lead to either positive (people perceiving the content of a targeted ad as more appealing, relevant and aligned with 
their personal interest) or negative behavioural outcomes (people perceiving targeted advertising as both creepy and unpleasant 
as they may experience greater feelings of privacy invasion). Next, adolescents’ scepticism is taken into account, and by doing that, 
it is expected that retargeting, more so than non-retargeted advertising, will lead to a higher advertising scepticism (due to the use 
of a user’s personal surfing behaviour), which will in turn lead to a lower purchase intention (H1). Further, this study expects that 
adolescents high in privacy concern will evaluate retargeted ads more sceptically then adolescents low in privacy concern (H2), 
due to personalization reactance (i.e. a psychological resistance in response to inappropriate personalization of messages) (White 
et al., 2008). Furthermore, it is predicted that adolescents will appraise retargeting more sceptically when they are debriefed with 
a little cue (i.e. a text that reveals the underlying persuasion tactic) (H3). This debriefing cue will make them consciously aware of 
retargeting and trigger their critical and sceptical advertising knowledge. Finally, this study ends with an overarching hypothesis 
which allows us to test the theoretical model as a whole (H4).  

Method
The study used a 2 (non-retargeted ad – retargeted ad) x 2 (debriefing cue – no debriefing cue) between subject experimental de-
sign. In total, 365 adolescents aged 16-18 years (Mage = 17.27, SD = 0.80) participated in the study (61% female). These adolescents 
were all eleventh- and twelfth-graders recruited from several secondary schools situated in the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium 
(i.e., Flanders). A whole cover story was set up for the experiment (see full paper for details), in which participants were exposed 
to either a retargeted or a non-retargeted ad on Facebook, with or without a debriefing cue. In the retargeting condition, partici-
pants were asked to open their browser and surf to a website to check out a pair of sunglasses. Participants in the non-retargeted 
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Figure 23. Conceptual model of adolescents processing of retargeted advertising
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condition were asked to conduct a control task (on Google maps). After having performed this search task, they were directed to 
Facebook.  Once on Facebook, the participants were exposed to an ad depicting the same sunglasses. As the participants in the first 
condition have searched for this product in advance, they are exposed to retargeting. For the other condition, the ad represents a 
regular, non-retargeted persuasive message.  

Results and Discussion
First, the analysis revealed that the direct effect of retargeted advertising on purchase intention is positive and higher than for 
non-retargeted advertising (β = 0.59, p < .001). This demonstrates that, in general, adolescents prefer to purchase the product 
depicted in a retargeted ad compared to the same product in a general, non-retargeted ad. 

However, this is ‘in general’, as the direct effect looks at the effect of retargeting on purchase intention while controlling for all 
the other variables in the model. When advertising scepticism is taken into account as a mediator, a negative indirect relationship 
between retargeting and purchase intention was found (compared to non-retargeting), via advertising scepticism (Indirect effect = 
-0.266, 95% CI = -0.425 to -0.150). This means that the retargeted ad leads to a higher ad scepticism than the non-retargeted ad, 
which in turn leads to a lower purchase intention of the product. Next, it was found that as adolescents’ privacy concern increased, 
they were significantly more sceptical toward the retargeted ad (β = 0.294, p < 0.05), a pattern that did not occur for non-retar-
geted ads. This demonstrates that adolescents show clear signs of increased advertising scepticism for retargeting when they are 
more worried about the way advertisers handle their online personal information for commercial purposes. Furthermore, when 
the debriefing cue (a little text informing adolescents they are exposed to either a retargeted ad or a non-retargeted ad) was not 
provided, adolescents were as sceptical toward a retargeted ad as to a non-retargeted ad. However, when the cue was provided, 
adolescents were more critical in their reflection and evaluated the retargeted ad with far more scepticism than the other ad (β = 
0.754, p < 0.001). This confirms that the debriefing cue discloses the nature and of the persuasive message, and therefore making 
the motives more accessible in the minds of adolescents, reminding them to reflect critically on advertising when they are exposed 
to it (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000). Finally, the study’s theoretical model was also tested as a whole (moderated mediation analysis), 
which was significant (see full paper for conditional indirect effects). 

Figure 24. Teenagers’ privacy concerns, advertising scepticism and purchase intention on retargeted ads
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5.3.3.	 Study 3: Teenagers’ knowledge and attitude 
towards social advertising 

	 Brahim Zarouali, Karolien Poels, Koen Ponnet & Michel Walrave10

Research aim
Peers are important agents of consumer socialization, especially during adolescence, influencing many consumer behaviours and 
beliefs (John, 1999). However, only a limited body of research focused on how peer influence affects advertising processing and 
evaluation mechanisms (e.g. Mangleburg, Grewal, & Bristol, 1997). This issue can be situated within a larger concern that prior ad-
vertising research has largely ignored the influence of social context on cognitive and affective advertising responses in favour of an 
emphasis on the individual subject (Ritson & Elliot, 1999). However, when adolescents are exposed to advertising, this does usually 
not occur in a social vacuum, but in the presence of others, most of the time peers. The latter is certainly the case for advertising 
on social network sites (SNS). A SNS can be considered a socially rich environment and an important public arena for adolescents 
in which peer influence is omnipresent. Therefore, it is imperative to take these peer influence dynamics into account when in-
vestigating adolescents advertising processing on SNS. This study explores in a series of two experiments how engaging in online 
peer communication on SNS (i.e. chatting) among adolescents can alter attitudes and advertising literacy toward social advertising. 

In Experiment 1, the first hypothesis (H1) states that social advertising on SNS should lead to better attitudes toward the ad com-
pared to non-social advertising. This claim is based on the principle of social proof: social advertising includes other people liking 
an ad, and because ‘others are doing that, it must be good and right’ (Cialdini, 2006; Griskevicius, Goldstein, Mortensen, Sundie, 
Cialdini & Kenrick (2009). Furthermore, it is assumed that social advertising should also lead to better attitudes toward the ad 
among adolescents that engage in online peer communication, compared to those not engaging in it (H2). Adolescents engaging 
in peer commination on SNS should feel more connected to their peers, reinforcing group salience and a shared social identity. 
Consequently, if adolescents are exposed to social advertising under this condition, it should perform better in terms of attitudes 
(as compared to non-social advertising) because it includes social features or elements that immediately refer to the shared social 
identity that users experience when chatting with peers. Furthermore, with regards to advertising literacy, it is expected that social 
advertising on SNS should trigger less advertising literacy compared to non-social advertising (H3). The reason for this lies in the 
fact that, for advertising literacy to be used, adolescents must recognize the persuasive motive of a particular situation. If they do 
not think about the possibility of persuasion, they are less likely to use their advertising literacy (Wright & Friestad, 1994). In case 
of social advertising, it can be argued that the true persuasive intent is disguised as the ad is ‘liked and ‘recommended’ by friends, 
which detaches the message from the idea that it originates from a commercial source with underlying persuasive motives. Finally, 
the last hypothesis of Experiment 1 asserts that social advertising should also trigger less advertising literacy when adolescents en-
gage in online peer communication, compared to those not engaging in it (H4). By analogy with H2, it is assumed that adolescents 
engaging in peer interaction should feel more closely related to their peers, which then decreases the perceived persuasive intent 
of social advertising (and therefore the likelihood to use advertising literacy).

10  This extended abstract is based on Zarouali, B., Poels, K., Ponnet, K., & Walrave, M. (2016). “You talking to me?” How peer communication 
affect adolescents’ persuasion knowledge and attitudes toward social advertising.

Highlights of the study
�� “Chatting on SNS leads to higher attitudes toward social advertising, and lower adver-

tising literacy regarding this format.” 
�� “Chatting on SNS with a strong tie (compared to a weak tie) leads to even higher atti-

tudes and lower levels of advertising literacy toward social advertising.”
�� “In short, this shows that peer influence plays an important explanatory role in ado-

lescents’ advertising literacy and attitudes towards social advertising.”
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In Experiment 2, the aim was to replicate the first study by examining under which conditions online peer communication could 
exert a greater impact. In this regard, this study sheds some light on an important explanatory factor: tie strength. H5 posits that 
social advertising on SNS should lead to better attitudes toward the ad when adolescents engage in online peer communication 
with a strong tie, compared to a weak tie. Strong ties are perceived more important to one’s self-concept, making them more rel-
evant for determining one’s own (consumer) behaviour (Berger, 2014; Brown, Broderick & Lee, 2007). If adolescents chat on SNS 
with a strong tie, and are subsequently exposed to an ad referring to this strong tie having liked it (i.e. social advertising), they will 
be more easily inclined to imitate this behaviour by liking it as well (i.e. a higher attitude). The final hypothesis (H6) also claims that 
social advertising triggers less advertising literacy when adolescents chat with a strong tie, compared to a weak tie. As a strong ties 
convey more trust and are considered more credible (Brown, Broderick & Lee, 2007), it can be argued that messages endorsed by 
these strong ties will less likely be perceived as having an underlying commercial intent, compared to when they are endorsed by 
a weak tie (Pornpitakpan, 2004). 

Method
Experiment 1 used a 2 (non-social ad – social ad) x 2 (no peer communication – peer communication) between-subject design. In 
total, 140 adolescents aged 14-16 years participated (Mage = 14.73; SD = 0.70; 58 % female). Experiment 2 employed a 2-level (no 
peer communication – peer communication) between-subject groups design). In total, 136 adolescents aged 14-16 years partici-
pated in the study (Mage = 15.21, SD = 0.75; 63 % female). A mock SNS has been created for the experiment to have full control of all 
content on it, including the chat conversations. It contained the ‘look and feel’ all the main functionalities and services of Facebook, 
the most popular SNS. Earphones were chosen as a suitable product to use in our test-ads (social and non-social ad). As a brand, 
we opted for the popular earphones by Dr. Dre. A pre-test (N = 40) was conducted in advance to test all our materials and stimuli, 
and the results indicated that Social Engine was found to be very credible and realistic, the product (earphones) highly liked and 
the brand (Dr. Dre) very popular. In Experiment 1, all adolescents began with filling out socio-demographic questions. Then, each 
class was randomly divided in two parts, allowing half of the participants to engage in online peer communication (chatting) with 
each other through the SNS, while disabling this chat function for the other half. This group conducted a control task. After having 
completed the chat or control task, they were exposed to either the social or non-social ad on their personal newsfeed on the 
SNS. Finally, participants completed the last part of the questionnaire, which included our dependent variables. In Experiment 2, 
the experimental procedure followed the same course as Experiment 1, with the only difference that this time, every adolescent 
received the assignment to chat with a peer. Moreover, everyone was randomly paired to one, and only one, other peer within 
their classroom in order to assess tie strength toward that peer.

Results
In line with H1, the main effect showed that the social ad performed better in terms of attitude toward the ad than the non-social 
ad (F(1,134) = 5.71, p < .05). Furthermore, the interaction in H2 was also found to be significant, as adolescents engaged in peer 
communication had a higher attitude toward social advertising than those not (F(1,134) = 3.97, p < .05). The main effect of H3 
was not present, meaning that advertising format (social advertising vs. non-social advertising) was not a significant predictor of 
advertising literacy (F(1, 134) = 0.16, p = .69). However, the interaction of H4 was significant, indicating that adolescents in the chat 
condition had a lower advertising literacy toward social advertising than those in the non-chat condition (F(1,134) = 5.16, p < .05). 
In Experiment 2, the analyses revealed that H5 was significant: as the strength of the tie with whom an adolescents chats increases, 
attitude toward social advertising increases as well (F(1, 130) = 7.39, p < .01). In addition, we also identified that the increase of 
tie strength among interacting peers leads to a significant decrease in advertising literacy toward social advertising (H6) (F(1, 130) 
= 4.14, p < .05).
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Discussion
In Experiment 1, this study demonstrated that peer communication on SNS in general has an influence on adolescents’ in that it 
leads to higher attitudes and lower advertising literacy regarding social advertising on these social platforms. In the second experi-
ment, the study found that knowledge on who they chat with is crucial to understand the psychological mechanisms driving adver-
tising processing and responses. In this regard, the study established that when adolescents engage in online peer communication 
on SNS with a strong tie (compared to a weak tie), they have higher attitudes and lower levels of advertising literacy toward social 
advertising appearing on their newsfeed. These findings reveal some important insights regarding the social influences on SNS that 
affects adolescents advertising literacy. Specifically, this study concludes that adolescents are not always aware of the commercial 
intent of social advertising (i.e. lower advertising literacy) when they engage in online peer communication, and certainly with a 
strong tie.  

Figures 25 and 26. Peer communication on SNS in general (A) and conditions online peer communication could exert a 
greater impact (B)
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6.1.	 INTRODUCTION 
Research on children and youngsters’ advertising literacy blossomed since the mid 1970’s “as a result from increasing public policy 
concerns about marketing and advertising to children” (John, 1999 p. 183). Targeting minors has been considered unethical, even 
marketers and advertisers often seem to agree that ethical issues arise (see for example Grimm, 2004; Krueger, 1998; Nwachuk-
wu et al., 1997; Preston, 2005) as youngsters, and particularly children, do not yet attain the “adult norm” of advertising literacy 
(Young, 1990 p. 299). That being said, research shows that parents are not necessarily more immune to advertising, especially 
when it relates to online advertising (see for example Pettigrew et al. 2013). The bulk of the research focusing on the topic, then, 
tends to highlight the children’s and teenagers’ vulnerability because of their un(der)developed understanding of advertising. As a 
result, cognitive developmental theories most frequently provide the framework for the research on advertising literacy whereby 
the variable age is taken as a proxy for developmental stage. The conclusion is confirmed that, the younger one is, the more vul-
nerable and less aware as well as resistant one is to the used advertising strategies and techniques (see section 4 and 5). 

Sections 4 and 5 of this report have already indicated that research attention within the field of advertising literacy does go to the 
altering media environment of children and teenagers. This in order to keep up with the new media technologies that continue to 
allow for more interactive and immersive advertising strategies and formats that hinder the detection and understanding of ad-
vertising and challenge the development of advertising literacy. This media environment, though, is mainly interpreted on a mac-
ro-level. This suggests that, within their age category, these children and teenagers compose of homogenous groups, individually 
all possessing and using similar media in a similar way and to a similar extent and processing the concurring advertising instances 
alike. 

Information on other contextual factors that increase or decrease one’s vulnerability to advertising effects is rather limited. John 
(1999, p. 188), in her influential review of 25 years of consumer socialization, acknowledges that this latter process does “not 
emerge in a vacuum” but in a social environment, inhabited by socializing agents such as parents, peers and the media. Though 
still not sufficiently studied (Ham et al., 2015), on several occasions research goes out to the role of parents and their general par-
enting and particular media mediation/monitoring style in children’s processing of primarily television advertising (see for example 
Buijzen, 2009; Newman & Oates, 2014; Rozendaal, Opree & Buijzen, 2016; Vanwesenbeeck, Walrave & Ponnet, 2016b; Vanwesen-
beeck, Walrave & Ponnet, 2015). Next, the role of the peers is investigated often with regards to forms of online advertising (see 
for example Shen et al., 2016; Slot, Rozendaal, van Reijmersdal & Buijzen, 2013; Rozendaal, Slot, Van Reijmersdal & Buijzen, 2013). 

Although the cognitive developmental theories central to advertising literacy research have generated fundamental insights into 
children’s and teenagers’ cognitive capacities according to age, little if any research attention and analysis has gone to the mi-
cro-climates that potentially affect their media possession and use, consumer socialization and, consecutively, advertising expo-
sure and literacy. Since cognitive developmental theories build on the accumulation of life experiences, in this case advertising and 
consumer experiences, it is surprising to notice that the conditions impacting on these actual consumer experiences are not inte-
grated as complementary and contextualizing information on how children and teenagers pick up, process and evaluate instances 
of advertising. The following quote of Ward (1974) is relevant in that sense:

	
“One could argue from a learning theory point of view that since children from low-income homes have 
less experience with money, and may be less aware of the range of consumer goods, their learning of 
some aspects of consumer skills should be less adequate than that of children from upper-income homes, 
who have more opportunities for consumption. On the other hand, one could argue that children from 
low-income homes are more likely to become highly skilled consumers, because they have had to learn 
disciplined uses of scarce resources.” 

Ward (1974, p. 3)



65www.AdLit.be Risk Analysis - Chapter VI

Actual consumption opportunities and behaviours can influence the exposure and attitudes towards advertising and the knowl-
edge and perception thereof. It cannot be ignored, for example, that one’s family budget impacts on purchases of items in general 
and brands in particular. It can be suggested that the amount of product/brand consumption and ownership increases product/
brand attitudes. Consecutively, positive or negative attitudes towards advertising might be more related to the (un)desired ad-
vertised product/brand and the expected consumption successes and failures than to the advertising strategy used. On the same 
account, different levels of advertising literacy can be linked to the access to and use of different media, rather than the cognitive 
abilities one has. Studies on the content as well as the effectiveness of advertising campaigns have shown that low(er) SES areas 
are characterized by more and different sorts of public advertising (this refers to geographical information, infra) (Barbeau, Wollin, 
Naumova & Balbach, 2005; Settle, Cameron & Thornton, 2014) and that different styles of messaging should and are used when 
targeting different socio-economic status audiences (Bansal, John & 
Ling, 2005; Durkin, Biener & Wakefield, 2009; Murray et al., 2004; 
Niederdeppe et al., 2011). Depending on where one lives and carries 
out everyday activities thus also quantitatively and qualitatively af-
fects the advertising one is exposed to.

As such, research questions should not only cover parental media 
mediation, but also parental consumption and advertising media-
tion. Building on Young’s concept of viewing ecology (Young, 1990), 
consumption ecology would provide complementary and contex-
tualizing insights and advertising literacy could have as much to do 
with economic literacy as it does with media literacy. 

Accordingly, whereas disadvantage and vulnerability within the con-
text of advertising literacy relates to the demographic age in first 
instance, research attention then should include other factors that 
further influence children’s and teenagers’ disadvantage and vulner-
ability within their respective age categories. 

A useful construct to measure one’s general disadvantage is the so-
called socio-economic status (SES). Whereas the construct initially 
suggests an economic determinist point of view that is rather valid 
in the light of consumption, its multi-dimensional conceptualization 
and operationalization illustrates that life opportunities, qualities 
and expectations are facilitated or hampered by a number of inter-
acting factors that move beyond mere economics and finances and 
relate to social and cultural capital as well (see Bourdieu, 1986). 

In the next paragraphs a state-of-the-art is presented of SES incorpo-
ration into the studies on children and teenagers’ advertising litera-
cy. These studies are discussed in the light of their argumentation to 
do so, the conclusions and suggestions that follow from it and the 
contributions they bring to the field, i.e. how SES might affect chil-
dren and teenagers’ vulnerability in the light of advertising literacy. 
Noteworthy and in line with the reasoning of Ward (see quote su-
pra), SES disadvantage is not automatically equalized to advertising 
literacy disadvantage. It is up to empirical research, whether existent 
or future is up to the following literature study, to shed more light 
on that matter.

SES as a construct - The conceptualization of SES generally is 
threefold. A first factor that can be taken into consideration 
is the respondents’ families’ household incomes. A second 
factor is determined by the respondents’ (parental) levels 
of education. The third and last factor relates to the respon-
dents’ (parental) levels of occupation. This conceptualization 
represents its ideal construct, though. In reality, the measure-
ment of SES often depends on two or even only one of these 
variables. Particularly the household income is dropped, as it 
easily results in missing values. This is even more so the case 
when the respondent sample composes of minor subjects. It 
is reasoned that children and teenagers are not aware of their 
families’ finances, whereas they are considered to hold clearer 
views on what their parents’ professional activities involve, al-
beit often operationalized via indirect questions and taken as 
indicatory for the educational level at the same time. 

Alternative measurements of SES are the use of geographical 
information by means of governmental statistics and mean 
numbers of regional income, for example, and particularly in 
the case of the children the SES of the school the attend to 
and/or the fact that they are up to free or reduced price school 
meals.

Besides the mentioned conceptual ambiguity, SES’ operation-
alization is diverse as well. For example, educational levels are 
sometimes questioned by highest achieved degree and some-
times by numbers of years studied. Occupational levels can be 
determined by open ended questions such as ‘what do your 
parents do for work’ or by predetermined occupational cat-
egories. Household incomes are equally asked for by means 
of open ended questions, by taking a certain income as the 
norm and classifying the respondents over or under that norm 
or, anew, by offering fixed answering categories. Further, the 
number of response options differs extensively.

Thus, any comparison on the matter of SES should be dealt 
with precaution. 

* See for example Alwitt & Donley, 1996; Eurobarometer 78, 
2012; Flash Eurobarometer, 2008; Hargittai & Hinant, 2008; 
Mertens & D’Haenens, 2010; Niederdeppe et al., 2011; Van 
Coillie & Raedts, 2014.
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6.2.	 ADVERTISING LITERACY, MINOR AUDIENCES 
AND THE ROLE OF SES

Parallel to the previous chapters, it would have been viable to structure the research findings on the link between SES and adver-
tising literacy according to the differing formats, strategies and techniques of advertising. However, scanning the literature it soon 
became clear that information on SES is scarce in general, independent of the medium in which advertising appears or the nature 
it is characterized by. In this case, it turned out more feasible to start from the extent in which SES-related data were incorporated.

6.2.1.	 SES as a non-issue

A first and large group of empirical studies does not mention SES-related data in any way (Ali et al., 2009; An & Stern, 2011; 
Andronikidis & Lambrianidou, 2010; Cowley et al., 2008; Lawlor & Prothero, 2008; Newman & Oates, 2016; Panic et al., 2013; 
Rozendaal et al., 2013; Rozendaal et al., 2016; Shen et al., 2016; Slot et al., 2013; Soontae & An, 2014; Spielvogel & Terlutter, 2013 
Terlutter et al., 2016; Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2016a; Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2016b; Verhellen et al., 2016; Waiguny et al., 2010). 
Oates and colleagues (2003) do mention the role of children’s understanding of economics, i.e. performing purchase behaviour 
and knowing about the economics involved in advertising, yet they link this understanding to age and not to SES-backgrounds. 

A second group of articles overlooking the potential role of SES is defined by review articles (Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2003; John, 
1999; Kunkel, 2010; Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Martin, 1997; Terlutter & Capella, 2013; Wright et al., 2005). Although this is to 
be expected since the bulk of studies they discuss, like those mentioned above, does not incorporate such data, the segments on 
suggestions for future research do not seem to compensate for this either. There is no explicit, theoretical arguing for the integra-
tion of SES data. 

These review articles, though, to a certain extent contain research directions that move beyond the demographic age and open 
up space to touch upon SES or disadvantage in a general sense. Terlutter and Capella (2013), for example, argue for cross-cultural 
analyses in the research on advertising in digital games. Wright, Friestad and Boush (2005) advocate a focus on children’s influence 
contexts of their everyday lives, albeit they target the influence of parents or peers far and foremost. Buijzen and Valkenburg (2003, 
p. 453) conclude their review with a number of working hypotheses and the identification of moderating variables such as such 
as age, gender, socioeconomic status, and parent–child communication, these latter to “serve as a basis or guideline for future 
research”. In her analysis John (1999, p. 184) consciously excludes “research by economists and psychologists pertaining to chil-
dren’s economic concepts (e.g., money values, saving, resource scarcity)”. However, in context of the family environment she does 
list a number of studies where ethnicity and educational level affect children’s advertising literacy (infra) and there is a paragraph 
on “economic consumption motives” and the link with family communication orientation, exposure to television and social utility 
reasons for watching television advertising. All of the studies addressing this aspect listed by John (1999) were done by Moschis 
and Churchill. Lastly, despite the focus on age, Martin’s (1997) final research guidelines integrate demographic factors like race, the 
educational level of the parents and the presence of siblings.

A third group of articles are theoretical writings. As was the case with the review articles, most of them do not explicitly argue for 
the incorporation of SES data, yet even in that case their reasoning often allows for such an interpretation as well. For matters of 
clarity and overview, the targeted articles are presented in a table.
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Year Authors Topic SES Room for interpretation

2005 Moses & Baldwin theory of mind & execu-
tive functioning skills

semi/

suggested

—— recommendation for thorough exploration of 
‘children’s advertising knowledge in a broader lay 
theory of economics’ 

—— ‘research on children’s naive economics might 
prove similarly fruitful’

> economic literacy might affect advertising literacy

1998 O’Donohoe & Tynan qualitative, active  adver-
tising reception

no —— advertising literacy is socially and culturally situ-
ated

—— ‘to learn about the contexts and perspectives 
which may shape the encounters of particular 
consumers with particular ads’

> consumers are situated by SES

1998 Obermiller & Span-
genberg

consumer scepticism 
scale

no —— the quality of accumulated consumer experiences 
is the primary source of influence on scepticism

> consumer experiences are affected by SES

1994 Friestad & Wright persuasion knowledge 
model

no —— the development and use of PK differs by cultural 
factors: ‘folk wisdom’ about advertising

—— the development and use of PK differs by individu-
al factors: learning via social interaction

—— ‘issues of  comparability between groups’

> groups of people differ by SES

Table 8. Theoretical writings that are related to SES and advertising literacy 

6.2.2.	 SES as an issue of instrumentality: describing 
the sample

A number of studies bring SES to the front, yet only at the level of sampling and in the light of the possible strengths and limitations 
of the research on the matter of representativeness. On occasions authors claim to have recruited a representative sample: it con-
siders, for example, 6 till 10 year olds “of mixed ability and mixed socioeconomic class” (Owen, Auty, Lewis & Buijzen, 2013, p. 199), 
4 till 12 year olds “from ten primary schools within the Perth metropolitan area, stratified by socio-economic status (SES) deciles as 
suggested by the Australian Bureau of Statistics SEIFA index of disadvantage” (Carter et al., 2011, p. 963), 8 till 12 year olds “with 
various socio-economic and cultural backgrounds” (Rozendaal, Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2009 p. 291), “parent-child dyads from vari-
ous economic backgrounds” (Buijzen, Rozendaal, Moorman & Tanis, 2008 p. 513), a sample “diverse in terms of the socio-economic 
status of participants, which we operationalized by asking facilitators to inquire about parental occupation and neighbourhood 
residence within the geographic context of their communities” (Hobbs, Broder, Pope & Rowe, 2006, p. 721-722), varied “in terms 
of socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds” (Rozendaal, Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2012 p. 204), or spanning “a socioeconomic status 
(SES) range from disadvantaged to upper-middle class” (Robertson, Rossiter & Gleason, 1979, p. 249). It is not always clear how 
exactly the SES-data collection is operationalized and no further analyses are made on the possible role of SES.

Still limited to the level of the sample, research has been based on less than representative samples, mainly prioritizing children, 
youngsters and parents from middle and upper classes (see for example Bijmolt, Claassen & Brus, 1998; Bulmer, 2001; McAllister 
& Cornwell, 2009; Mehta et al., 2010; Robertson & Rossiter, 1985; Rose, Bush & Kahle, 1998). Whereas these authors acknowledge 
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the limitations of their research as a consequence of the characteristics of their samples, suggestions to incorporate low(er) SES 
respondents into the research are seldom the result of theoretical reasoning. 

6.2.3.	 SES identified as a factor of influence

A first group within this category is composed of studies that integrated low(er) SES- respondents for reasons of representativeness 
and variation in their sampling procedures, yet also as an influence factor in their analysis and conclusions, albeit with differing 
conclusiveness and clarity. They are listed in a table at the end of this heading (see table 9 on page 82) and are elaborated upon 
more extensively here:

Pettigrew et al. (2013) studied the effects of television and internet food advertising, for example their evaluation of the advertised 
products and their desires to consume them, on 8 to 14 year olds and their parents. SES was queried by parental educational level 
and household income. The role of the former was unclear. “Across all education levels there was a stronger desire to consume the 
product in the exposure conditions, but the differences were statistically significant only for parents with undergraduate degrees, 
secondary schools and postgraduate (Pettigrew et al., 2013, p. 2208)”. The latter, household income did not appear in the analysis. 

Shin, Huh and Faber (2012, p. 730) questioned 4th to 6th graders and their parents on their attitudes toward online advertising, 
incorporating parental communication, perceived online competencies and ad scepticism. Among the demographics, including 
SES measured by parental education level and household income, only children’s age turns out to be “significantly associated with 
online advertising attitudes, with older children having more positive attitudes”. 

Morgenstern, Isensee, Sargent and Hanewinkel (2011, p. 612) carried out a longitudinal study on the mediating role of attitudes 
in the association between alcohol advertising and youth drinking among 11 to 17 year olds. SES as a covariate was measured by 
indirect questioning. It was “approximated with a combination of student and teacher ratings; students answered 3 items of the 
Program for International Student Assessment cultural and social capital assessment, 22 which asked for the number of books in 
the household (5-point scale from 0, none to 4, more than 100) and parenting characteristics (“My parents always know where I 
am” and “My parents know other parents from my school”). Teachers filled out an 11-item school evaluation sheet related to the 
socioeconomic status of their students (e.g., “Most students of the school live in families with financial problems,” “Most students 
of the school come from underprivileged families,” and “Our school has a good reputation”; the scale ranged from 0, not true at all 
to 3, totally true”. SES, although measured, is absent in the part of analysis.

D’Alessio, Laghi and Baiocco (2009, p. 415-417) designed and tested a scale on children’s, i.e. 8 to 10 year olds’, attitudes towards 
television advertising, whereby attitude was operationalized through the concepts of enjoyment, credence and behavioural-inten-
tion. SES in its turn was measured by parental responses on household income and educational level. Their findings on SES were 
the following: “the enjoyment of TV advertising (54% of the variance) is only predicted by environmental factors: the influence of 
peers, a great number of used or consumed brand-name products and a low family’s socioeconomic status” and “behavioural-in-
tention of advertising (71% of the variance) can be predicted by the number of brand-name products which are used or consumed, 
children’s TV viewing time and a high socioeconomic status of the family”. The authors conclude with the analysis that “data seem 
to suggest that on the one hand parents with a high SES can help to reduce their children’s enjoyment of TV advertising, but on the 
other hand they can provide children with more opportunities to ask for the advertised products to buy them”. This is backed up by 
references on the relationship between high(er) SES and better parental guiding in media use, and by extension parental media 
literacy. Parental economic literacy and socialization according to SES, however, is not mentioned.

In their experiment with 5 to 8 year olds Mallinckrodt and Mizerski (2007) investigated the effects of playing an advergame on 
the children’s perceptions of and preferences and requests for the branded cereals. Children attending higher SES schools identi-
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fied the source of the advergame, by means of choosing the brand logo, significantly more than others. Further, gender and SES 
appeared to be significant covariates for the identification of the commercial intent of the game, i.e. the advergame trying to get 
children to ask for the branded cereals. Despite these findings, they interpret the preliminary effects of the latter demographics as 
mere suggestions for other operating factors, rather than worthy of thorough examination in their own right.

The work of Primack, Gold, Land and Fine (2006) touches upon advertising literacy in an indirect way. They studied the associa-
tion of cigarette smoking and media literacy about smoking, including, for example, the understanding that media messages are 
for profit/influence, among 14 till 18 year olds. SES was operationalized by parental educational level and perceived community 
income levels. In their analysis, smoking media literacy was positively associated with socioeconomic status, responsive parenting, 
demanding parenting, and self-report of grades.

Bartholomew and O’Donohoe (2003, p. 453) approached things from a different angle. They studied 10 to 12 year olds’ advertis-
ing experiences from qualitative, meaning-based, reader-response and literacy approaches, opening up space for the youngsters’ 
agency in everyday life contexts of advertising. In general, all of the youngsters, whether attending the school in the high, middle or 
less affluent populated area, SES indications based upon geographical information, “were united in their quest for power, their use 
of advertising to that end, and their versatility in adopting a range of roles with respect to advertising”. Taking a closer look, though, 
the less well of students appeared “less inclined to adopt the role of reality questioners”. Whether this has to do with advertising 
literacy per se, with different educational opportunities in the sense of “expressive style and the articulation of ideas” and/or with 
research effects, remains open for further investigation, according to the authors.

Donohue, Meyer and Henke (1987) focus on 6 to 8 year old black and white children’s perceptions of food-related television com-
mercials. Whereas they strive to correct the fact that until then academic research had been done mainly among white, middle 
class -or higher SES- children, their association of a black ethnic background and a lower class context as well as assumed lower 
nutritional situations is assumed rather than demonstrated. Consecutively, their work is appreciated here because of their ac-
knowledging that children with different backgrounds do not necessarily interpret advertising in similar ways.

Nelson (2016, p. 173) studies the effectiveness of educational programs designed to increase children’s development of persua-
sion knowledge, particularly in the context of food advertising and the links with obesity. Her sampling of low(er) 8 and 9 year old 
SES respondents at first sight seems indirect as she selects schools that are located within a district where is “a need for health 
and wellness content and the district was receptive to the idea of integrating health content into media literacy curriculum”. On a 
further notice, though, the number of pupils counting for reduced school meals appeared so high, that free lunches for all were 
provided. The results from these literacy interventions at “high poverty schools” showed significant increases in the children’s “un-
derstanding of the message creator, the selling intent, persuasive strategy, and target audience”. What is identified as problematic 
here, is the fact that low advertising literacy levels occurred at baseline. Low SES pupils benefit from advertising literacy interven-
tions, yet they still lag behind compared to better off peers. Nelson suggests that this is probably due to the majority of the sample 
having immigrated recently and not having had the same consumer socialization as other yet.

Building on the importance of parents in the socialization process of children and the lack of research on parental mediation when 
it concerns online advertising, Cornish (2014, p. 457) evaluated 5 to 12 year olds’ parents’ perception, knowledge and evaluation 
of online advertising practices. The sampling of respondents proceeded via contacting personal and professional networks, which 
signifies that the SES profile of the respondents, exceptional to the other studies mentioned in these paragraphs, is not of lower 
order. The research is discussed here, nevertheless, because Cornish points out that digital gaps might be at play and therefore 
recommends that “future researchers investigate whether socio economic status impacts advertising literacy in parents and their 
attitudes and responses towards children’s access to online advertising”.

Batada and Borzekowski (2008) answered the call from Bumler (2001) and Bijmolt, Classen and Brus (1998) to include more 
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ethnically and racially diverse populations in the research on children’s understanding of the persuasive or commercial intent of 
television food advertising. Consecutively, their qualitative study focuses on children from grades three till five, coming from a 
low-income urban area. Furthermore, all except one from the 58 participating children were eligible for and received free or re-
duced price lunch at their school because of the SES background of their families. The researchers found that the children had a 
limited understanding of the persuasive intent of advertising and problematized this for a twofold reason. One, lower SES children 
are at a higher risk of overweight and obesity. Two, the higher numbers of television use among low SES children imply that they 
are exposed to higher numbers of advertising for low nutritional foods.

Gorn and Goldberg (1977, p. 188) wanted to measure the attitudinal and behavioural effects of television commercials on chil-
dren from lower income families in case of child-related products. They wondered whether seeing a television commercial would 
increase the 8 to 10 year old lower SES children’s liking for the toy and their motivation to try and obtain it. Along the way and 
within the experimental set-up, considerate attention was paid to everyday life circumstances. For one, the researchers expected 
a mediating role for the children’s perceived success, or “real world” expectancy levels of their request for the toy. And two, they 
calculated that at particular moments, e.g. Christmas time, the children’s expectancy levels of obtaining the toy could be influ-
enced. They found that even a minimal, single time exposure to a toy developed favourable attitudes toward the product. Only 
on the matter of behavioural effects, additional exposure was necessary in order for lower SES children to make more efforts to 
try and obtain the toy, in comparison with the control group. What Gorn and Goldberg conclude, then, is that “the general life 
circumstances of the sample of lower income children used in this study would appear to have been more salient than the situa-
tionally induced expectancies in this experiment”. Valuing this path of research, they invite researchers to consider their work “as 
the first stage in a program of research to demonstrate direct cause-effect relationships between TV advertising and the attitudes 
and behaviour of low income children.”

Rossiter and Robertson (1976, 1980 and Robertson & Rossiter, 1974) were among the first academics to extensively study children 
and teenagers’ understanding of advertising literacy. Although a full account of SES cannot be found in their work, they only mea-
sured parental education levels, some important findings are worth mentioning. In an early study on first, third and fifth’ grade 
boys understanding of television commercials and the associated effects upon attitudes and purchase request tendencies (Rob-
ertson & Rossiter, 1974 p. 17), they found that the attribution of persuasive intent, besides primarily being age-dependent, also 
relates to parental education. “That is, those children who see commercials as designed to induce purchases are older and have 
parents of higher educational levels than those children who do not perceive persuasive intent.” “Enriched environments” can thus 
contribute to a better understanding of advertising’s persuasive intent. A similar finding resulted from their study on the develop-
mental, social, and experiential factors in children’s comprehension of television advertising (Rossiter & Robertson, 1976 p. 325). 
Apart from age and grade, the educational level of the parents seems to be “the main social accelerator of cognitive understand-
ing” of television advertising. Lastly here, studying 8 to 13 year old children’s dispositions toward proprietary drugs and the role of 
television drug advertising (Rossiter & Robertson, 1980 p. 326), it became clear that “children from educationally “disadvantaged” 
families are exposed to a considerably higher level of TV drug advertising than children from other families”. Furthermore, their 
correlational results suggest “that disadvantaged children are somewhat more strongly affected by TV drug advertising than other 
children; exposure seems to have a rather sizable influence on their behavioural tendencies in the form of intentions and requests 
for these products”. The lack of mean differences, though, forces them to “reject the vulnerability hypothesis for the educationally 
disadvantaged subgroup”.
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Year Authors Topic SES via SES-related results

2016 Nelson effectiveness of education-
al programs to increase 
persuasion knowledge in 
the context of food adver-
tising

ͳͳ school SES
ͳͳ free/reduced price 

lunches

ͳͳ low(er) advertising literacy levels occur at base-
line in comparison with high(er) SES schools
ͳͳ high poverty schools show significant increases 

in children’s understanding of the message cre-
ator, the selling intent, persuasive strategy, and 
target audience

2014 Cornish parental perception, 
knowledge and evalua-
tion of online advertising 
practices

/ (contacting personal 
& professional net-
works)

ͳͳ none
ͳͳ however: Cornish points out that digital gaps 

might be at play here and therefore recommends 
that ‘future researchers investigate whether SES 
impacts advertising literacy in parents and their 
attitudes and responses towards children’s access 
to online advertising’.

2013 Pettigrew, Tarabashkina, 
Roberts, Quester, Chap-
man & Miller

effects TV and internet 
food advertising > evalua-
tion f advertised products, 
consumption desire

ͳͳ parental education
ͳͳ household income

ͳͳ no integration of household income in the anal-
ysis section
ͳͳ a stronger desire to consume the products 

among all educational level, yet only significant 
for undergraduate degrees, secondary schools 
and postgraduates

2012 Shin, Huh & Faber attitudes toward online 
advertising

ͳͳ parental education
ͳͳ household income

ͳͳ no significant effects based upon SES

2011 Morgenstern, Isensee, 
Sargent & Hanewinkel 

longitudinal study on the 
mediating role between 
alcohol advertising and 
youth drinking

ͳͳ indirect questioning 
(e.g. number of books 
in the house)
ͳͳ questioning via teach-

ers (11 item evaluation 
sheet)

ͳͳ SES not integrated in the analysis section

2009 D’Alessio, Laghi & Baioc-
co

scale for attitudes towards 
TV advertising, operation-
alized by enjoyment, cre-
dence and behavioural-in-
tention

ͳͳ parental education 
ͳͳ household income

ͳͳ enjoyment is predicted by (a.o.) a low SES
ͳͳ behavioural-intention is predicted by (a.o.) a 

high SES

2008 Batada & Borzekowski understanding of the per-
suasive intent of TV food 
advertising

ͳͳ geographical infor-
mation
ͳͳ free/reduced price 

meals
ͳͳ ethnicity

ͳͳ the children have a limited understanding of 
the persuasive intent of advertising, supposedly 
because of:
   . higher risks for obesity
   . higher numbers of TV use and thus exposure   
to advertising

2007 Mallinckrodt & Mizerski effects advergame > per-
ceptions, preferences & 
requests for the branded 
cereals

ͳͳ school SES ͳͳ higher SES students identified the source of the 
advergame significantly more
ͳͳ SEs as a significant covariate for the identifica-

tion of the commercial intent of the game

2006 Primack, Gold, Land & 
Fine

association between ciga-
rette smoking and media 
literacy, including message 
intents of profit and in-
fluence

ͳͳ parental education
ͳͳ geographical infor-

mation
(perceived community 
income)

ͳͳ smoking media literacy is positively related with 
socio-economic status (and responsive parenting, 
demanding parenting, and self-report of grades)

2003 Bartholomew & O’Dono-
hoe

agency in everyday life 
contexts of advertising

ͳͳ geographical infor-
mation

ͳͳ students from the less well of areas appeared 
less inclined to be reality questioners

1987 Donohue, Meyer & 
Henke

perceptions of food-relat-
ed TV commercials

ͳͳ ethnicity
(black/white)

ͳͳ white children show significantly higher levels of 
awareness of commercial motives
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1980 Rossiter & Robertson dispositions toward propri-
etary drugs and the role of 
TV drug advertising

ͳͳ parental education ͳͳ children with lower educated parents are ex-
posed to considerably higher levels of TV drug 
advertising
ͳͳ correlational results suggest that ‘disadvantaged 

children are somewhat more strongly affected by 
TV drug advertising’ & ‘exposure seems to have 
a rather sizable influence on their behavioural 
tendencies in the form of intentions and requests 
for these products’
ͳͳ the lack of mean differences, though, forces 

them to reject the vulnerability hypothesis

1977 Gorn & Goldberg effects TV commercials > 
attitudes and behaviour

ͳͳ geographical infor-
mation (governmental 
data on household 
income)

ͳͳ only on the matter of behavioural effects, addi-
tional exposure was necessary in order for lower 
SES children to make more efforts to try and ob-
tain the toy, in comparison with the control group
ͳͳ general life circumstances seem more salient 

than situationally induced expectancies in the 
experiment

1976 Rossiter & Robertson developmental, social, 
and experiential factors in 
the comprehension of  TV 
advertising

ͳͳ parental education ͳͳ (besides age and grade) parental education level 
is the main social accelerator of cognitive under-
standing of TV advertising 

1974 Robertson & Rossiter effects  TV commercials 
> attitudes & purchase 
requests

ͳͳ parental education ͳͳ the attribution of persuasive intent also relates 
to parental education: children identifying the 
intent of purchase induction have parents of high-
er educational levels

Table 9. SES identified as a factor of influence 

6.3.	 GAPS IN THE LITERATURE AND MOTIVATION 
FOR FURTHER STUDY 

The gaps in the literature with respect to the potential roles of SES in advertising literacy are summarized in this chapter. In general, 
there is very little consideration of SES-related data. When SES does appear, it tends to be from an instrumental point of view, as 
in describing the demographics of the respondent sample in survey, experimental or, least of all, qualitative studies. Rather than 
being the basis of analysis, whether any SES-influence can be detected or not, SES is integrated and discussed only in relation to 
the representativeness and generalization potential of the study results.

This is remarkable since the bulk of the research is based upon developmental theories in which the accumulation of consumer 
experiences is central. Except for one instance found so far, i.e. the research of Gorn and Goldberg (1977), no study has acknowl-
edged the fact that one’s SES affects his or her consumption needs and desires and how or to what extent this in turn influences 
the knowledge of and attitudes held towards advertising. Some steps have been taken considering the link between SES and media 
literacy, media use and exposure and parental mediation styles. Contrary to research in the field of media literacy where SES is 
identified as a major factor influencing the possession of and access to media technologies as well as the proper skills and parental 
guidance children and youngsters can rely on, thus construing and widening the digital gaps (for a discussion, see Lissens & Bau-
wens, 2015), this does not yet proceed in a systematic way. Furthermore, the problematizing context of these studies often relates 
to health issues, i.e. fast/sugar rich food and the problem of child and teen obesity

Overall, it can be said that research on advertising literacy tries to handle and adapt to the altering technological and juridical en-
vironments. A more permanent factor that has always affected consumption experiences, though, i.e. the SES of the respondents, 
is barely elaborated upon. The limited availability of SES-data, the diversity of SES-operationalization whenever SES is integrated 
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and the suggestive nature of effects and conclusions clearly call for a structured and contextualized incorporation and analysis of 
SES in future research activities. Only then will it become discernible what the effects of SES are on advertising literacy, as these 
were already singled out with regards to media use and exposure, geographical information or the presence of advertising in public 
surroundings (see for example Bansal, John & Ling, 2005; Barbeau, Wollin, Naumova & Balbach, 2005; Settle, Cameron & Thorn-
ton, 2014 who focus on the content of advertising targeting SES communities), economic socialization and consumption attitudes 
and behaviour. Doing so would not only help to design effective advertising literacy interventions and policies. As important, it 
would equally counter the straightforward and stigmatizing misconception that low SES automatically causes low literacy and life 
opportunity levels and speaks for individual capacities and skills, whereas objective external factors might be important mediators.

6.4.	 INVESTIGATING DISADVANTAGED PRE-
ADOLESCENTS: EXPLORING THEIR 
EXPERIENCES AND OPINIONS 

Highlights of the study
This qualitative, explorative study focused on the thoughts, feelings and opinions of pre-ado-
lescents, all recruited from disadvantaged schools populations. Although throughout the in-
terviews it became clear that these children have to deal with less privileged life conditions, 
the study was not able to map out the actual degree of vulnerability of these children. That be-
ing said, the exploratory study enables the identification of potential issues affecting disadvan-
taged minors’ advertising literacy, which are under-explored in research among general child 
and teen populations. Hence, the results might also be transferred to less vulnerable children.

�� “The disadvantaged pre-adolescents were found to be enthusiastic, savvy and elabo-
rate when discussing (new) advertising formats”  

�� “Although the pre-adolescents showed their potential to critically think about, evalu-
ate and process different advertising strategies, it was noticeable how most of them 
had never done such an exercise before”

�� “The pre-adolescents primarily identified very explicit, delineated and overt config-
urations of advertising”

�� “The pre-adolescents ascribed a strong informational function to advertising, which 
in the literature is considered as an indication of lower levels of advertising literacy. 
This, however, might have more to do with their everyday consumption practices in 
which advertising seems to serve notions of instrumentality” 

�� “Although the pre-adolescents consider advertising to be effective most when it is 
easily noticeable and characterized by repetitiveness, they are able to reason about 
the intentions and workings of more immersive advertising strategies and formats 
that are difficult to detect as such”

��  “The pre-adolescents, who often had different cultural backgrounds, indicated that 
they also consume television shows on foreign channels. This affects the amount and 
nature of advertising they are exposed to and the extent to which they benefit from 
national/regional regulatory frameworks on advertising”

�� “The different cultural backgrounds of most of the pre-adolescents made clear that, 
in teaching or talking about advertising, consideration should go to issues of lan-
guage and cultural norms and values that might affect the perception, understanding 
and appreciation of advertising” 



74www.AdLit.be Risk Analysis - Chapter VI

Research aim
Even though some studies have focused on low(er) SES particularly and/or found SES to be a factor of influence, there is no sys-
tematic observation and contextualization of what exactly the role of SES might be. Due to the combination of the limited amount 
of research on the role of SES, the diversity in SES operationalization and advertising literacy in general, and the barely elaborated 
upon SES-effects when they are observed, it is far too soon to present relations between SES in any direction. 

In a first attempt to meet the shortcomings identified above, a qualitative, explorative study was carried out among pre-adoles-
cents with disadvantaged backgrounds, to investigate their proper experiences with and perceptions and evaluations of adver-
tising instances. Whereas this approach does not allow to make claims in comparison with better off child and teen populations, 
it enables the identification of potential issues, facilitating as well as impeding ones, affecting disadvantaged children and teens’ 
advertising literacy and, from a more methodological point of view, the way researchers (have to) deal with it.

Method
Sample Information on the disadvantaged backgrounds of the respondents was based upon their schools’ SES, which in the Flem-
ish educational system is taken as indicators for the attribution of extra staff and financial means to offer equal opportunities to 
disadvantaged school populations.  This information on the schools’ SES is communicated on the public website of the Flemish 
Department of Education and is conceptualized by the notion of four ‘student characteristics’. These are 1) the home language 
not being Dutch, 2) the educational level of the mother being less than high school, 3) the student being awarded a school grant 
and 4) the percentage of local grade retention (i.e. children who have to repeat their grade due to low scores). It is clear that this 
conceptualization refers to disadvantage in a general sense, as it appears that no actual economic information is incorporated. The 
latter is the case, albeit in an indirect sense. For pupils whose family receives institutional financial support, automatically tick the 
box of ‘local grade retention’.

In the current research 6 elementary schools were sampled based on their high(er) scores on the most recent data (school year 
2014-2015) on ‘student characteristics’. The 4 metropolitan schools selected are considered highly disadvantaged regarding all four 
of the student characteristics. Particularly the scores on ‘grade retention/indirect incorporation of SES’ were 90% and more. The 2 
suburban schools are defined averagely disadvantaged, since their population in general is better off than those of the metropoli-
tan schools. In comparison with surrounding suburban schools, though, their populations can be considered more disadvantaged.

In every school both a male and female focus group was held. The pupils were sampled in the last year, which implies they were 11, 
12 or 13 years of age (the latter age in case of grade retention). As a group composed of 5 either male or female pupils each time, 
except from two occasions in which 3 girls and 6 boys participated respectively, a total of 59 pupils composed the final sample.

Based upon statements made and examples given by the respondents during the data collection, i.e. the most dominant lan-
guage(s) spoken at home (not being Dutch) as well as explicit references to foreign home countries, numbers of ethnic back-
grounds can be provided on an individual level. 4 out of the 39 pupils or 10,3% of the pupils attending the metropolitan schools 
were Dutch-speaking natives. Conversely, 89,7% was non-native. Relating the 20 pupils from the suburban schools, 14 out of them 
were Dutch-speaking natives (70%), or 30% was not. Taking the overall sample, the number of Dutch natives lies at 30,5% (n = 18) 
and that of non-natives at 69,5% (n = 41).

Method Small focus groups were held in order to create a co-constructive environment in which the participants could help each 
other to form arguments and opinions. This is an aspect to be taken cautiously when dealing with different ethnic backgrounds, 
particularly between the respondents on the one hand and the researcher on the other and when language issues can create 
participation barriers. Every focus group was held at a quiet location at the respondents’ school, audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim.
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The proceedings of the focus groups were based on a semi-structured topic list. This implies that the researcher has pre-deter-
mined topics or questions to be dealt with, yet the extent to or order in which they appear might differ according to the respon-
dents’ interests, examples and knowledge. In this case both dispositional as well as situational literacy was explored (Ham et al., 
2015) as were the different dimensions of advertising literacy, i.e. the cognitive, attitudinal and moral dimension. 

In order to direct the responses as little as possible the focus group started with questions on dispositional advertising literacy or 
what the pre-adolescents generally think and know about advertising, based on their accumulated advertising experiences. These 
questions guided the discussion:

�� What does advertising literacy refer to, according to you? (general)
�� What do you think advertising is for, what purposes does it serve? (cognitive)
�� Where do you encounter advertising instances? (cognitive)
�� How can you identify something as advertising? (cognitive)
�� What do you do when you encounter advertising? (general)
�� What do you like about or when do you like advertising? (attitudinal)
�� What do you dislike about or when do you dislike advertising? (attitudinal)
�� What kind of advertising would you like to encounter more? (attitudinal)
�� What kind of advertising would you like to encounter less? (attitudinal)
�� What is good or bad about advertising? (attitudinal & moral)

The second part of the discussions probed the pre-adolescents situational literacy. To do so, three advertising strategies (i.e. premi-
ums, celebrity endorsement and brand/product placement) and two advertising formats (i.e. in-game advertising and advergames) 
were presented by means of a power point presentation incorporating print screens of the mentioned strategies and formats. The 
questions asked are:

�� What are the advertisers doing so people will like (to buy) the product/brand? What technique are they using? (cognitive)
�� For what consumers does this technique work best, you think? Who likes this technique/kind of advertising? (cognitive 

& attitudinal)
�� Do you think this is a fair technique/strategy? Why (not)? (moral)

Results
As this was not a comparative study between high and low(er) SES tween populations, yet an explorative one targeting disadvan-
taged pre-adolescents solely, no statements can be made in the sense of ‘more’ or ‘less’ advertising literacy. The findings are to be 
interpreted in their own right and could in later instances be taken as reference points why to set up and when carrying out similar 
research on high(er) SES and better off populations. Listed below are some of the main findings.

1.	 Disadvantaged pre-adolescents views on advertising’s whereabouts
These results shed light on the pre-adolescents’ cognitive dimension of dispositional advertising literacy. Put differently, the find-
ings give information on how pre-adolescents generally and without any intervention think about where and how advertising can 
be detected or recognized.

Places where advertising was noted easily were mainly composed of advertising instances with clear boundaries between adver-
torial and editorial content, either by the delineated space it was confined to and/or the particular format in which it was commu-
nicated. Advertising for them is found in public surroundings, appearing on busses, subways, shop windows and at the side of the 
streets. It also gets to the people in the form of folders and magazines, and to a lesser extent via the newspapers. 

As concerns ‘new’ media advertising’ receptiveness, two major findings were made. One, TV advertising was mentioned frequent-
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ly and no suggestions were made in the direction of taking advantage of non-linear watching behaviours as a means to easily skip 
advertising. This possibly relates to disadvantaged backgrounds and the possession, knowledge and skills of media technologies. 
At first sight, advertising online is ascribed to the website YouTube nearly exclusively. Although they had developed several tech-
niques to not pay attention to the advertising on YouTube or to skip it, which can be considered part of advertising literacy, their 
spontaneous interpretation of advertising remained on a clear-cut level. 

When probed for advertising on Facebook, a social network website known by all the respondents and used by some of them, 
similar findings hold true. Visual cues lead to the identification of advertising: it is located at the side of the website or appears on 
your general news feed where it is recognizable by the presence of prices, slogans, offers, etc. Mentioning ‘cookies’ triggered the 
recital of ‘cookie-warnings’, yet without any notion of what it entailed. Personalized advertising in the best cases was explained by 
explicitly providing Facebook with personal interests such as hobbies, which allows the website to target you with ‘on-topic’ adver-
tising. Advertising by means of data-tracking was only hinted at by respondents who called themselves ‘YouTubers’ (they produced 
short movies and one of them was already requested to allow advertising at the beginning of his videos) or who demonstrated 
more advanced internet and computer skills.

2.	 Disadvantaged pre-adolescents’ attitudes towards advertising
Concerning the attitudinal dimension of dispositional advertising literacy, negative attitudes towards advertising are based on 
issues such as timing and repetition. Advertising is the most disturbing when it appears at unwelcome times, e.g. at a cliff-hanger 
moment in a movie or popping up during a game, undoubtedly so when this implies that the game is halted abruptly and then 
resumes spontaneously, leading the character to crash into a wall and nullifying the player’s accomplishments. It is annoying when 
it is about commonplace items such as water, toothbrushes, toothpaste and cola because ‘everybody knows those things exist’ and 
advertising it is ‘a waste of time’. The same accounts for cleaning and kitchen products, since they are just not interesting and funny 
or when the same commercials appear and reappear ‘àll the time’.

The pre-adolescents are also highly sceptical towards advertising claims. Numerous examples were given why advertising should 
not be believed. Arguments range from exaggerated product features over falsely promising representations till incorrect price 
listings, out of date offers and misleading marketing techniques. These examples often referred to disappointing consumption 
experiences and are also linked to the clear informative function the respondents ascribe to advertising.

Nevertheless, advertising in general is not dismissed. If it were up to them, the interviewees would definitely like more advertising 
about things they like, being candies, clothes and cell phones. This again confirms the strong informational function. Even if about 
other items, the fact that full advertising texts can vividly be recited and slogans or jingles can be sung altogether, show that atten-
tion is being paid and advertising is not always skipped. 

3.	 Disadvantaged pre-adolescents and their quick understanding and rich evaluation of advertising strategies
The three presented strategies, i.e. the use of premiums, celebrity endorsement and product/brand placement as well as the 
two advertising formats discussed next engender results on the pre-adolescents situational advertising literacy, thereby touching 
upon its cognitive, attitudinal and -whenever possible- moral dimension. When shown every strategy, respondents showed rather 
instant recognition and started an elaborate discussion. 

Premiums were clearly linked to young children, or older ones in case of them being particularly fan of the toy offered. ‘For free’ 
does not exist because ‘it’s in the price’, but on the question whether this is a fair technique, the reactions were diverse. There 
was a group that said ‘yes of course, because you pay for it’. Most of the others, though, argued that it was not fair for the parents 
because the collecting challenge makes them go back repeatedly and because the children just want the toy but not the food. The 
unfairness, in fact, was related mostly to this latter, nutritional argument and less to the former, economic one. 
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Celebrity endorsement was considered for ‘people our age or a bit older’ and definitely effective, e.g. making you want or buy the 
brand, for fans of the celebrity ‘because they want to be like them’ or ‘they want to have the same’. This was explicated by most 
of the participants, yet the few occasions in which nobody in the group recognized any of the three celebrities also proved the 
point. Not recognizing who the celebrities were, the attention shifted to the ‘kinderbueno’/chocolate and how it was presented so 
‘tasty’ to ‘make you want to eat it’. Less the case than with premiums, this strategy occasionally was also judged unfair because 
of the pester power it creates between children as ‘parents have to spend money because their son wants to have that one per 
se and not another and if they don’t want, he starts to cry, to nag’. Finally, despite some respondents’ belief that these celebrities 
genuinely advocate the particular brand/product, more critical understanding also arose, e.g. ‘It is photoshopped’, ‘He doesn’t do 
that because he likes it, but actually he does it for the money’, ‘But no, they get money. It is their sponsor. It is somebody who gives 
you money, for example for all your matches and stuff’. 

Because of the familiarity with the F.C. De Kampioenen (FCDK) sitcom, the product/brand placement appearing in it was anticipat-
ed by all the groups. Before even starting the video fragment the participants were able to name even more brands than the one 
that was focused upon, after being stimulated to think about what it meant when talking about advertising and the FCDK sitcom. 
Although no agreement was reached on this strategy’s effectiveness, it inspired mentioning of getting to know and wanting, partic-
ularly, potato chip brands by watching shows and movies on several accounts. After having heartened the debate with the question 
whether it was a coincidence that these particular brands appeared in the show, all the pre-adolescents understood that money 
was involved. In two instances further critical remarks were made. Shifting the discussion to branded clothing, one boy simply 
stated that ‘they should pay us for showing their brands’. In another group they came up with the example of YouTubers/vloggers 
whose logos were barred/blacked out for the precise reason of not wanting to advertise (those brands at least). 

Brand placement was the only strategy mentioned spontaneously in response to the question ‘where do you notice advertising’, 
posed earlier on in the conversation. It considers all of the groups from the suburban area, who apparently had had a guest lecture 
on brand placement in ‘The Smurfs’ movie the year before. It equally appeared impromptu in one group from the metropolitan 
population where a boy referenced to the French term ‘placement produit’, a term he had picked up from a vlogger/’YouTuber’ of 
whom he was a fan.

4.	 Disadvantaged pre-adolescents and their quick understanding and rich evaluation of advertising formats
Both the advergame and the in-game advertising were presented on the same slide, yet were introduced by the statement that 
either side defined another advertising format. Verbalizing what they saw, the pre-adolescents arrived at distinguishing ‘a brand in 
a game’ versus ‘a game on a brand’. The effectiveness of the advergames was based on the absence of competing brands, the fact 
that ‘you see the same brand all the time’, ‘it is advertising all the time’, ‘you are focused on the brand’ and it is ‘prominent’, ‘only 
about that’, although ‘these games are boring’. Relating to in-game advertising, the reasoning was manifold. The trick is effective 
because ‘more people are playing it’, ‘the game is more fun’, ‘the driving activity distracts you so the brand stays in your head 
without realizing it’ and because the trial and error of the game makes you pass the same environment and thus advertising over 
and over again, ‘you drive a little and the advertising, a little more and again, you watch more. And then, for example, you go to a 
friend and you say ‘go there, you will see the new publicity’. So you want it, it’s more in your head.’ Adversely, it is also considered 
ineffective precisely because of the required repetitive character of the game in order to be exposed to the same brand, ‘only when 
you pass ten times the same advertising in a game’ but ‘I don’t think you will pass 15 times the same place’, and because it is harder 
to notice that advertising is at stake. ‘I think some people think ‘oh no, it’s just for fun, to make it look more real’’. 

5.	 Advertising’s cultural dimensions
The particularities of the current respondent group, disadvantaged backgrounds characterized by ethnicity, maternal educational 
level and socio-economic status, call for cautiousness when their advertising literacy is at stake. 
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First of all, the high percentages of non-Dutch natives engender vocabulary issues. One, the discussion showed that the notion 
of ‘advertising literacy’ should be accompanied by ‘advertising smartness’, which from the researcher’s perspective was related 
to skills as much as it was to knowledge. For the Dutch ‘wijsheid’ (literally wisdom) only caused frown eyebrows and was thus ex-
plained by the notion ‘slimheid’ (smartness). Two, as most of the pre-adolescents spoke French at home and amongst their friends, 
even at school, some specific interpretation of advertising might have arisen. ‘Advertising’ in Dutch is ‘reclame’, which at the same 
time closely connects to the French ‘réclame’. As the latter, something being ‘en réclame’, signals promotions, offers and sales, this 
might yet again have affected the respondents’ interpretation of what is understood as the characteristics of advertising. It turned 
out they often spontaneously use the term ‘pub’, which stands for publicité in French (publicity).

A next issue builds on this language aspect. As disadvantage in this case frequently crossed the demographic ethnicity, many of the 
interviewees reported international media use, particularly watching foreign television channels. Evidently, this has repercussions 
on the nature and amount of advertising they are exposed to. For example, they estimate that foreign channels broadcast a lot 
more advertising, which is explained by the fact that ‘Belgium is a small country and didn’t invent a lot of products’, whereas ‘those 
countries are bigger and have a lot more products’ on offer. 

Lastly, cultural norms and values are at stake. Online ‘advertising’ for ‘girls in your neighbourhood’ was disapproved and considered 
bad by -mainly- boys and girls, regardless of their background. Girls with migrant backgrounds, however, addressed advertising 
portraying sexiness and nudity, ‘that’s more in perfume’, as bad and unwanted for. ‘The pub(licity) of perfume or something, always 
there are not so good pictures and my mother doesn’t like them so we cannot continue to watch TV because of the advertising they 
put’, ‘For example, Kellogg’s. There is a boy, he doesn’t want his pants anymore and then he takes the string of a girl’, ‘The pub of 
Nivea. So, the deodorant and the woman does like his (smells her arm pit) and then ‘24/24 it stays’ and then she goes on a picnic 
on her bicycle. And she puts her picnic blanket and then she goes like this (stretches out her back) and the man comes and smells 
and ...’, ‘From a woman who is completely.. The women, they attract the boy. So that is bad.’ As a result of this restrictive parental 
mediation and the consecutive switching to other channels and shutting off the television show they were watching, their attitudes 
towards these instances of advertising are affected negatively. 

Discussion
As an extensive literature study had shown that little, let alone systematic research attention has gone to the SES/level of disad-
vantage of child and teen respondents and how this affects their advertising literacy, the current research was set up to qualita-
tively explore disadvantaged pre-adolescents’ perceptions, knowledge, interpretations and evaluations of and experiences with 
advertising. Taking into the consideration the purposive sampling the results do not allow comparative statements with children 
and teenagers from higher SES. As such, the findings should be evaluated on their own account and could serve to not only inspire 
future research at a theoretical but also at a methodological and pragmatic level.

Generally speaking, the disadvantaged pre-adolescents’ discussion of advertising was characterized by elaborate, exemplified rea-
soning. Particularly their responses on situational advertising literacy questions showed their potential to critically think about, 
evaluate and process different advertising strategies and formats, their target audiences, correctness and effectiveness, something 
which most of them seemed to have never done before. This clearly shows that disadvantage may not be taken as a synonym for 
the lesser presence of literacy. Working with disadvantaged respondents, as the last paragraph of this section will illustrate more 
thoroughly, might just challenge the methodological choices researchers have to make. In that sense, it seems less advisable to 
have disadvantaged respondents’ advertising literacy studied by quantitative tools and techniques. That being said, this can ac-
count for better off pre-adolescents alike.

Regarding the cognitive dimensions of dispositional advertising literacy (discussed in the section 1 of the results) and their situ-
ational literacy on different advertising formats (discussed in section 4 of the results), the pre-adolescents seem to appoint ad-
vertising and its effectiveness first and foremost to its explicit, delineated and overt configurations and its repetitiveness.  That is, 
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they consider advertising to be working when people notice it. This initially sounds contradictory to the theoretical reasoning that 
considers the identification of advertising, i.e. the cognitive dimension, a prerequisite for and contributor to advertising literacy. 
Advertising does not (necessarily) work precisely because people notice it. At the same time, however, this finding strengthens the 
argumentation that continued research on advertising literacy focusing on more interactive and immersive strategies and formats 
is necessary, thereby raising (disadvantaged) children and teenagers’ awareness of the workings and effectiveness of more sublim-
inal forms of advertising. Advertising (possibly) works more or better when people don’t notice it.

Whether this is explicable by their disadvantaged backgrounds remains to be studied. The participants’ identification of clear-cut 
forms of advertising, as in television commercials, advertising in magazines, window shops and on public transportation might be 
related to information as exposure to advertising not only relates to the media one owns and uses, yet equally to the environ-
ment one passes through to go to school, do the shopping, attend leisure activities, and so forth. Furthermore, there might also 
be a link with the dominant informative function that was ascribed to advertising (albeit not discussed in the results section). It 
is to be explored whether disadvantaged backgrounds imply that young teenagers are more engaged in the shopping activities of 
their parents, mainly mothers, because of language support, for example, and whether they are thus more involved in the explicit 
processing of advertising instances. Are they paying more attention to special deals and offers and do they consult very visual and 
clear-cut instances of advertising because they have to work within the limits of their SES? This potentially affects the interpre-
tation and functionality of advertising, the attention paid to particular advertising instances, the perceived effectiveness of the 
advertising strategy and, in the end, advertising literacy alike. Lastly, the lesser mentioning of immersive, interactive advertising 
instances (dispositional advertising literacy) could relate to parental media monitoring in general. Again, SES can play a role here.

Some substantial points of attention were identified, particularly when disadvantage crossed with ethnic backgrounds, as was the 
case with the majority of the respondents. These points relate to notions of language, everyday exposure to advertising affected 
by geographical information as much as media use and monitoring and to cultural norms and values that influence the exposure to 
and perception of certain styles of commercial messages. Also the fact that many of these youngsters consume television shows on 
foreign channels affects the amount and nature of advertising they are exposed to. As juridical frameworks differ, taking measures 
on a national level does not guarantee that precautions are offered on all accounts as the content offered on these does not abide 
by the same laws and regulations. 

Although the explorative nature of this research does not offer conclusive results on how disadvantaged/low(er) SES backgrounds 
might affect children and teenagers’ advertising literacy, focusing on their proper experiences, interpretations and evaluations can 
be considered a first step in closing the identified gap in the research literature. 
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Parents are perhaps the most important agent of socialization for minors. The role of parents in children’s media use in general 
and advertising literacy more specific are valued for two important reasons. First, parents can offer protection and co-regulate 
what advertising formats children are exposed to. The latter is no frivolous luxury taking into account how difficult new media is 
to regulate by governments (see section 10). Second, parents can also empower children by educating them and increasing chil-
dren’s advertising literacy. Therefore, it is important to have a view on “how parents perceive new advertising formats?”, the third 
question in the risk analysis. On the topic, a survey was directed previously to capture the perceptions of parents (see Daems & 
De Pelsmacker, 2015b).  Another study investigates the parental advertising literacy and mediation for contemporary advertising 
formats (De Pauw et al., 2016b).

7.1.	 PARENTS’ PERCEPTIONS TOWARDS NEW 
ADVERTISING

Daems, Kristien & De Pelsmacker, Patrick

Research aim
Map the opinion of parents on the usage of new advertising formats to target children and teenagers. More specifically, the study 
explored which opinions parents hold with regard to the ethical appropriateness of novel, integrated advertising formats if minors 
are considered as a target group for advertising. Following research question were central in the study. 

According to parents, from which age onwards
a) do minors understand the commercial intention behind new advertising formats, 
b) is the usage of these novel advertising formats morally and ethically acceptable 
c) and should minors be made aware of the commercial character of these marketing communication techniques?

In the extended report attention is also devoted to the perceptions of parents towards an advertising cue, regulation and educa-
tion. For the purpose of this research report, however, we solely discuss the perceptions towards the appropriateness and usage 
of new advertising formats.  

Method
A marketing agency that works closely with parents and minors helped with reaching out to parents. All parents in their database 
with children were emailed. The survey was active between 22 April and 4 May, 2015. In total, 179 parents completed the survey. 
In addition, the same survey was distributed by a professional market research agency. This survey was active between 2 and 13 
July, 2015. 257 parents completed this survey. Hence, in total 436 parents were reached of which 296 mothers and 140 fathers. 
The age of the parents ranged between 29 and 71 years old (SD = 6.68). All educational levels of parents were presented in the 
sample. When asked about the highest level of education completed, 33.0% answered secondary school education, 26.1% have a 
professional bachelor’s degree, 9.2% an academic bachelor’s degree and 22.9% an academic master’s degree. 8.7% of parents did 
not have a secondary education degree.

At the beginning of the survey the parents were asked about their overall perception on the topic of advertising aimed at children 
and teenagers. Subsequently, descriptions of nine different novel advertising formats (e.g. product placement, advergames, online 
behavioural advertising, merchandising, applications, in-game advertising, video advertising, search engine marketing and location 
based services) were presented by means of vignettes in randomized sequence. Vignettes are descriptions of concrete situations 
presented to the respondents to reflect upon or give their opinion about (Mortelmans, 2007). Only the vignette descriptions were 
presented, without mentioning the names of the specific advertising formats. 

The respondents were asked to indicate on a slider ranging from 6 years old to 18 years old, from which age onwards they per-
ceived minors capable of understanding the persuasive nature of the advertising techniques described in the vignettes, from which 
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age onwards the type of advertising is perceived as ethically and morally acceptable, as well as from which age onwards minors 
need to be notified about the commercial nature of the advertising format. If respondents held the opinion that minors are not 
capable of understanding the advertising format, that the usage of an advertising format was not ethically and morally acceptable 
towards minors or if their opinion was that minors do not have to be warned about the commercial intent of the advertising types 
presented in the vignettes, they could indicate this answer option and they did not have to indicate an age on the slider. 

Results
1.	 Overall perception
Most parents hold the opinion that children (younger than 12 years) may not be targeted (56,6 %) by advertising.  28,4% answered 
neutral to this question. Only a minority (14,9%) of children’s parents holds the opinion that children may be used as a target group 
for advertising. If teenagers (13-18 years) are considered as target group for advertising, parents perceptions are mixed. 32,6% of 
the parents disagrees with the statement that children may be used as a target group, 32,5% agrees and 34,9% was neutral. Figure 
27 gives on overview of these results.

Parents agree that both children (73,9%) and teenagers (70,9%) are more often used as a target group for advertising than before. 
The results show that there is no difference regarding the age group (children or teenagers) that is addressed. The results are given 
in figure 7. 

2.	 Understanding advertising formats
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The understanding of advertising formats refers to both the identification of the advertising formats as well as the understanding 
of the commercial intention behind the advertising formats. Parents perceive that the average age whereupon minors can under-
stand advertising formats is situated around 12 years on average. However, parents hold the opinion that minors can understand 
location based services, online behavioural advertising and video advertising only from an older age onwards (13 years on aver-
age). Video advertising appears to be the advertising formats which is the most difficult one to be understood by minors since the 
number of parents and advertisers who did not indicate an age on the slider is the highest for this advertising format. It has to be 
noted however, that video advertising refers in this study to video content for which an advertiser has paid without mentioning it 
instead of pre-rolls which appear before a video. 

3.	 Ethical acceptability of advertising formats 
The second component of the research question addressed whether the use of the advertising formats towards minors is consid-
ered ethically and morally acceptable by parents. The average age whereupon parents consider advertising formats as ethically 
and morally acceptable towards minors is situated around the age of 12-13 years on average. Compared to the other advertising 
formats, online behavioural advertising, location based services and applications are perceived as ethically and morally acceptable 
to use towards minors from an older age onwards. The average age indicated for these formats is situated around 14 years. Loca-
tion based services, online behavioural advertising and video advertising are advertising formats which are considered least ethical 
and least moral to use towards minors since the number of parents who did not indicate an age is the highest for these formats.

4.	 Informing minors about the commercial intent of advertising formats
The average age indicated by parents to inform minors about the commercial intentions behind advertising formats is situated 
around 10 years. Video advertising,  in-game  advertising,  product  placement  and  advergames  are  considered  as  being  ad-
vertising  formats  for  which  it  is  least  necessary  to  inform  minors  about  the commercial intentions behind them. This is a 
surprising results since these are integrated and interactive advertising formats. Therefore these formats can be considered as 
being difficult to be identified by minors (Blades et al., 2014; Calvert, 2008; Moore, 2004).

Discussion 
This study investigated parents’ ethical perceptions concerning the usage of advertising formats aimed at minors. The average 
age whereupon minors are considered capable of understanding different advertising formats according to parents is situated 
around 12. The advertising formats presented in the vignettes are perceived as being ethically and morally acceptable to use to-
wards minors from 12-13 years of age on average. The appropriate age to inform minors about the commercial intentions behind 
advertising messages according to parents is 10 years on average. Video advertising, in-game advertising, product placement and 
advergames are considered as being advertising formats for which it is least necessary to inform minors about the commercial 
intentions behind them. 

7.1.1.	 Parental advertising literacy and mediation 
De Pauw Pieter, Hudders Liselot & Cauberghe Veroline 

Research aim
This study describes the current level of advertising literacy and the advertising mediation styles among parents of young children, 
in the context of contemporary advertising formats frequently aimed at these children (TV commercials, product placement, on-
line banners, retargeted pre-roll video ads and advergames).

Method
As part of a large-scale, class-based experiment among children between the ages of 7 and 12 years (investigating children’s ad-
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vertising literacy for various contemporary advertising formats), 510 participating children were asked to take home and hand 
over a questionnaire to one of their parents. 300 parents (Mage = 40.01, SD = 4.85; 87.9% female) returned their completed ques-
tionnaires, in which was probed for their level of advertising literacy and attitudes toward the contemporary advertising formats, 
parental advertising mediation styles, and various sociodemographic characteristics. 

Five advertising formats are examined, and explained in the questionnaire before asking questions pertaining to them: 1) TV com-
mercials (“These are short advertising movies for which TV programs are interrupted, or that are shown in between different TV 
programs”); 2) product placement (“…whereby advertising is made in TV programs and movies, by showing brands and products 
on the screen. This is for instance the case when an actor consumes a drink of a certain brand.”); 3) online banners [“These are 
images (in the shape of ‘blocks’, posters or pop-ups) on websites containing advertising, and on which you can click to go to the 
website of a certain brand or product.”]; 4) retargeted pre-roll video ads (“These are advertising videos on the internet that you 
have to watch before you can see the video you actually looked up. This is for instance the case on YouTube, where you often have 
to watch an ad video first.”); and 5) advergames (“These are free games on the internet that are actually advertising, and in which 
you sometimes have to play with the brands or products themselves”).

Cognitive advertising literacy is measured in terms of (self-reported) awareness of existence [“Did you already know that adver-
tising format x existed (before we told you this)?”; 1 = I didn’t know this at all, 5 = I did now this for sure], and in terms of the 
(self-reported) ability to recognize (“How easy do you find it to recognize advertising format x?”; 1 = very difficult, 5 = very easy).

Parents’ attitudes toward/evaluations of the advertising formats are measured in terms of perceived credibility (“Do you think that 
advertising format x depicts things like they are in reality?”; 1 = certainly not, 5 = certainly), liking [“What do you think of advertis-
ing format x?”; sum scale containing semantic differentials a) 1 = not nice, 5 = nice; b) 1 = not interesting, 5 = interesting; and c) 1 
= not annoying, 5 = annoying (reverse-coded)] and perceived appropriateness (“What do you think of advertising format x?”; sum 
scale containing semantic differentials a) 1 = unfair, 5 = fair; and b) 1 = wrong, 5 = good); all of these scales and items are loosely 
based on (Rozendaal, Opree, & Buijzen, 2016).

Other measures are described in the tables showing the results below. The measures for (self-reported) active and restrictive pa-
rental advertising mediation are adapted from Buijzen and Valkenburg (2005)we investigated how different styles of advertising 
mediation (active vs. restrictive; the items for (self-reported) stimulating awareness of contemporary advertising formats vaguely 
based on Vanwesenbeeck, Walrave and Ponnet (2015); and the items for (self-reported) mediation of children’s exposure to and 
participation in online advertising formats loosely based on Livingstone and Helsper (2008). 

1.	 Sociodemographic characteristics of the parent sample
Most parents in the study sample are married (66%) or live together (23%) (Table 10), have two children (58%) or more (31%) (Ta-
ble 11), have a higher or university education degree (64%) (Table 12) and a full time job (64%) (Table 13).

What is your family situation?  %

Single 4,4

Cohabiting 22,8

Married 66,3

Divorced 6,5

N 294

Table 10. Parents’ family situation

How much children do you have? %

1 11,5
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2 57,6

3 24,4

4 or more 6,4

N 295

Table 11. Number of children in the household

What is your highest educational degree? %

None 1,0

Primary education 0,7

Lower secondary education 1,4

Secondary education 29,6

Higher/university education: bachelor 39,1

Higher/university education: master/PhD 25,2

Other 3,1

N 294

Table 12. Parents’ highest educational degree

What is your job situation? I work… %

…full time 64,0

…part-time 29,8

…temporarily not 1,0

…not 5,1

N 292

Table 13. Parents’ job situation

2.	 Cognitive advertising literacy for contemporary advertising formats
2.1.	Awareness
A one-way within-subjects ANOVA finds significant differences between advertising formats in terms of parents’ (self-reported) 
awareness of the formats’ existence (F(4) = 143.37, p < .001). Results show that parents are most aware of the existence of TV 
commercials (M = 4.98, SD = 0.02), followed by product placement (M = 4.51, SD = 0.05), online banners (M = 4.46, SD = 0.05) and 
pre-rolls (M = 4.57, SD = 0.05). They are least aware of the existence of advergames (M = 3.57, SD = 0.08) – in general, however, 
the awareness scores are quite high (Figure 29). Post-hoc analyses show that the differences in awareness between product place-
ment, online banners and pre-rolls are small or not significant. 
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Figure 29. Awareness of the existence of contemporary advertising formats
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2.2.	Ability to recognize
There are also significant differences between the formats in the extent that parents find it easy to recognize them (F(4) = 133.58, 
p < .001). Parents find it most easy to recognize TV commercials (M = 4.47, SD = 0.04) and pre-rolls (M = 4.35, SD = 0.05) (with no 
significant differences between these two formats, p = 0.15). They have somewhat more difficulties with recognizing online ban-
ners (M = 4.18, SD = 0.06), followed by product placement (M = 3.83, SD = 0.05). Most difficult to recognize are advergames (M = 
3.25, SD = 0.07) – though in general, most recognition ability scores are fairly high (min. 3.25 on 5) (Figure 30). 

3.	 Attitudes toward and evaluations of the advertising formats
3.1.	Perceived credibility
Parents’ perceived credibility does not differ significantly between the advertising formats in general (F(4) = 2.24, p = .06), though 
there are significant differences between TV commercials, product placement and online banners (p < 0.001). I.e., parents think 
that product placement is most likely to represent things like they really are (M = 2.65, SD = 0.06), followed by online banners (M 
= 2.20, SD = 0.06). TV commercials have the least credibility among parents (M = 1.79, SD = 0.05). It has to be noted, though, that 
all credibility scores are quite low (max. 2.65 on 5) (Figure 31).

3.2.	Liking
The advertising formats differ significantly in the extent that parents like them (i.e., perceive them as nice, interesting and agree-
able) (F(4) = 129.15, p < .001), though there is no significant difference between TV commercials and advergames (p = .34). Parents 
like product placement the most (M = 2.77, SD = 0.05), followed by advergames (M = 2.22, SD = 0.06) and TV commercials (M = 
2.10, SD = 0.05). Online banners (M = 1.87, SD = 0.05) and pre-rolls (M = 1.52, SD = 0.05) are most disliked among parents; though 
it has to be noted again that all likeability scores are pretty low (max. 2.77 on 5) (Figure 32).

Figure 30. Ability to recognize the contemporary advertising formats
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Figure 31. Perceived credibility of the contemporary advertising formats
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3.3.	Perceived appropriateness
There are differences between the advertising formats in terms of how parents judge them as appropriate (i.e. honest and good) 
(F(4) = 38.52, p < .001), though these differences are only significant between product placement and the other formats (p < .001), 
and between TV commercials and pre-rolls (p < .019). I.e., parents consider product placement much more appropriate (M = 2.85, 
SD = 0.04) than the other formats, and TV commercials (M = 2.45, SD = 0.04) a bit more than pre-rolls (M = 2.43, SD = 0.05). Yet 
again, all the appropriateness scores are quite low (max. 2.85 on 5) (Figure 33). 

4.	 Interaction with advertising formats
Most of the parents indicate that they never or rarely play advergames (91%) or click on banners (82%); the majority also skips 
pre-rolls when possible (91%) (Table 14).

How often do you… - -/+ + N

…play advergames? 91,2 7,8 1,0 294

…click on online banners? 82,3 17,0 0,7 294

…skip pre-rolls? 2,7 6,5 90,8 293

Table 14. Percentage of parents that frequently interact with the contemporary advertising formats (1 = never, 5 = very often)

5.	 Critical thinking disposition toward advertising in general
More than half of the parents find it important to know when they are exposed to advertising (58%); however, about a quarter is 
indifferent (28%), and a small group states not needing to know (14%) (Table 15).
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Figure 33. Perceived appropriateness of the contemporary advertising formats

Figure 32. Liking of the contemporary advertising formats
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  - -/+ + N

How important to know when exposed to advertising? 14,2 28,0 57,8 296

Table 15. Percentage of parents thinking it’s important to know when exposed to advertising (1 = not important at all, 5 = very 
important)

As can be seen in Table 16, parents vary greatly in the frequency with which they think about whether advertising is appropriate. 
However, only a minority never or rarely think about whether advertising is fair (39%), misleading (22%) or credible (29%). If these 
three items are combined to a scale reflecting parents’ ‘moral radar’ (scale α = .88), the mean score amounts to 3.01 on 5 (SD = 
0.98).

How often do you think about whether advertising… - -/+ + N

…is fair? 38,7 34,7 26,6 297

…is misleading? 22,2 32,0 45,8 297

…represents things like they are in reality? 28,7 35,8 35,5 296

Table 16. Percentage of parents that frequently think about advertising’s appropriateness (1 = never, 5 = very often)

As concerns the resistance strategies that may be executed when exposed to advertising, approximately two thirds of the parents 
indicate that they never or rarely reflect about that advertising (56%), or want to have the advertised product (69%) or get a good 
feeling about it (65%); a similar percentage just tries to avoid that advertising (65%) (Table 17). 

If you see advertising, how often do you… - -/+ + N

…reflect about that advertising? 56,2 35,7 8,1 297

…try to avoid that advertising? 9,8 24,7 65,4 295

…want to have the advertised product? 68,9 27,4 3,7 296

…get a good feeling about the brand or product? 65,3 32,0 2,7 297

Table 17. Percentage of parents frequently performing resistance strategies when exposed to advertising (1 = never, 5 = very 
often)

6.	 Parental advertising mediation.
6.1.	Active mediation 
Only about a quarter of the parents often talk with their child about the fact that advertising may overpraise products (17%), not be 
truthful (27%), of low quality (29%) and bad for children (29%); though 41% does often talk about the selling intent of advertising 
with their child (Table 18).

How often do you talk with your child about the fact that… - -/+ + N

…advertising sometimes represents products better than they really are? 34,4 48,5 17,1 291

…advertising does not always tell the truth? 23,4 49,5 27,1 291

…the goal of advertising is to sell products? 17,2 41,6 41,3 291

…not all advertised products are of good quality? 26,1 44,7 29,2 291

…some advertised products aren’t good for children? 24,7 46,0 29,3 291

Table 18. Percentage of parents that often engage in active advertising mediation towards their children (1 = never, 5 = very 
often)

6.2.	Restrictive mediation
About two-thirds to three-fourths of the parents do not often restrict their child’s exposure to advertising (Table 19). I.e., they nev-
er or rarely advise their child to avoid branded media (61%) and use other, less branded media (66%), and even less to shut down 
the media device when advertising shows up (73%), and least often do they advise them to completely refrain from advertising 
(76%).  
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How often do you advise your child to… - -/+ + N

…shut down the media device (e.g. laptop, tablet, 
smartphone) when advertising is shown? 72,8 15,5 11,8 290

…avoid certain media if it contains too much ad-
vertising? 61,2 25,1 13,7 291

…use other media containing less advertising? 66,0 21,6 12,4 291

…completely stop listening to or watching adver-
tising? 75,9 16,5 7,6 291

Table 19. Percentage of parents that often engage in restrictive advertising mediation towards their children (1 = never, 5 = 
very often)

When creating scales of the active (α = .90) and restrictive (α = .90) parental mediation styles, it becomes clear that parents engage 
significantly more in active mediation (M = 3.01, SD = 0.79) than restrictive mediation (M = 2.12, SD = 0.89) (p < 0.001). 

6.3.	Stimulating awareness of contemporary advertising formats
Most of the parents do not frequently point their child to the existence of the contemporary advertising formats (Table 20). I.e., 
they never or rarely talk to them about the presence of product placement (67%), retargeted pre-roll video ads (61%), content 
marketing (60%), advergames (51%), or online banner ads (50%).

How often do you talk with your child about the fact that… - -/+ + N

…the news messages or blogs they read are sometimes advertising? 59,7 32,1 8,2 290

…sometimes brands and products are hidden in the TV programs, series 
and films they watch (e.g. product placement)?

67,4 24,7 7,9 291

…the websites they surf to sometimes contain advertising (e.g. banners)? 49,7 30,7 19,6 290

…the online games they play are sometimes advertising (e.g. advergames)? 50,5 27,0 22,5 289

…the advertising they get to see prior to videos on the internet is some-
times based on their personal web browsing behaviour (e.g. YouTube ads)?

61,2 28,0 10,7 289

Table 20. Percentage of parents that often talk to their children about the presence of advertising in the contemporary media 
formats they engage in (1 = never, 5 = very often)

There are differences between these advertising formats in the extent to which parents communicate about their presence with 
their child (F(4) = 25.46, p < .001); though these differences are most pronounced between product placement (M = 2.12, SD = 
0.06), pre-rolls (M = 2.19, SD = 0.06) and content marketing (M = 2.29, SD = 0.05) on the one hand (as these are discussed least) 
and advergames (M = 2.51, SD = 0.07) and online banner ads (M = 2.52, SD = 0.06) on the other hand (as these are discussed most) 
(Figure 34).
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Figure 34. Frequency with which parents talk with their children about the existence of the contemporary 
advertising formats (1 = never, 5 = very often)
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6.4.	Mediation of children’s exposure to and participation in online advertising formats
Only a small percentage of the parents stay with their child when he or she could be confronted with advertising when surfing the 
web (10%), or keeps an eye on their screen while doing so (21%). Less than a third talks with their children about online advertising 
(29%). Most of the parents, however, state that their child is not allowed to fill out commercial forms (83%) or disclose personal 
information for commercial purposes (86%) (Table 21). 

  - -/+ + N

I keep an eye on the screen my child is watching to check whether he/she 
is exposed to advertising.

40,8 38,4 20,9 292

I stay with my child when he/she is online to check whether he/she is ex-
posed to advertising.

55,8 33,9 10,3 292

I talk with my child about advertising on the internet. 31,1 39,9 29,0 293

My child is allowed to fill out online forms of commercial companies (e.g. 
Kellogg’s, Lego).

83,3 11,6 5,1 293

My child is allowed to disclose his/her personal information to commercial 
companies (e.g. via contests, social network sites, free applications).

86,0 11,6 2,4 293

Table 21. Percentage of parents agreeing with statements on their children’s exposure to and participation in online advertis-
ing formats (1 = totally disagree, 5 = totally agree)

6.5.	Ad blockers
Only 9% of the parents has installed an ad blocker (removing advertising on webpages) on the device their child uses to go online. 
19% does not know what an ad blocker is (Table 22). 

Did you install an ‘ad blocker’ on the device 
your child uses to access the internet?

%

Yes 9,0

No 71,9

I don’t know what an ‘ad blocker’ is 19,1

N 288

Table 22. Percentage of parents having installed an ad blocker on their children’s internet device

Of the parents who did not install such an ad blocker, only 16% plans to do so in the future; 55% of them explicitly states not having 
plans towards installing one. 29% would like to install an ad blocker, but wouldn’t know how (Table 23). 

If you did not install an ‘ad blocker’: %

I also do not plan to install one 54,6

I do plan to install one 16,1

I would like to install one, but I wouldn’t know 
how

29,3

N 205

Table 23. Percentage of parents having plans to install an ad blocker

7.	 Advertising literacy x parental mediation
There are weak correlations between parents’ awareness of the contemporary advertising formats’ existence (scale α = .74), and 
active parental mediation (r = .12, p < .05) and stimulating their child’s awareness of these advertising formats (scale α = .90) (r = 
.17, p < .01).
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Parents’ ability to recognize the contemporary ad formats (scale α = .73) is not associated with any type of parental mediation. The 
same is true for parents’ liking (scale α = .76) and perceived appropriateness of these formats (scale α = .82).
However, parents’ ‘moral radar’ (see section 5, p.2) is weakly to moderately correlated with active parental mediation (r = .30, p 
< .001), restricted parental mediation (r = .21, p < .001) and stimulating their child’s awareness of the contemporary advertising 
formats (r = .23, p < .001).

Discussion
The (middle and higher class) parents from younger children are quite aware of the existence of the contemporary advertising 
formats studied here (TV commercials, product placement, online banners, retargeted pre-roll video ads, and advergames), save 
for advergames. Their self-reported ability to recognize these formats is also fairly high, though lowest for product placement and 
advergames.
In general, parents’ attitudes toward these advertising formats are rather negative: they tend not to believe them, like them, nor 
judge them as fair. They perceive TV commercials as least credible, yet product placement as most realistic. Similarly, they dislike 
TV commercials the most, and like product placement (and advergames) the most. They also consider product placement as sig-
nificantly more appropriate than the other advertising formats.

Likewise, parents also seem to adopt a critical stance toward advertising in general. Most of them think it’s important to know 
when they are exposed to advertising, and at least sometimes they reflect on advertising’s appropriateness. When being exposed 
to advertising, however, the majority barely reflects on it and rather tries to avoid it completely, not giving in on advertising’s in-
tended effects (i.e. wanting to have the advertised product, and getting a good feeling about it). 

In communicating with their children about advertising, parents seem to adopt a neutral position. Specifically, they more often talk 
with them about the selling intent of advertising, rather than that they tell them that advertising can be ‘bad’ (e.g. untruthful, of 
bad quality), or order them to avoid advertising. Only a small percentage of parents have installed an ad blocker to prevent their 
children of being exposed to webpage advertising (though a much bigger proportion of the remaining parents would like to install 
one, but just don’t know how to do it). Furthermore, they rarely talk to their children about the existence of the contemporary ad-
vertising formats (especially when it comes to product placement, pre-rolls and content marketing). The vast majority of parents, 
however, are strongly opposed to letting their child give his or her personal information to commercial instances. 

Not surprisingly, the extent to which parents mediate their child’s relation with advertising is positively associated with their 
awareness of the contemporary ad formats’ existence. Parental advertising mediation also occurs more frequently among parents 
with a sensitive ‘moral radar’, i.e. the frequency with which they think about the appropriateness of advertising in general. 
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Advertising professionals cannot be seen as an agent of socialization like family and schools. However, they get to decide what 
advertising formats are used to target children and teenagers. “How do advertising professionals perceive new advertising for-
mats?” is thus a key question in formalizing the risk analysis. A survey (N = 90) and interview (N = 10) study was previously con-
ducted to map the perceptions of advertising professionals about the use of new advertising formats aimed at minors (Daems & 
De Pelsmacker, 2015b). In this section the most important conclusions of that report are summarized. 

Research aim
The purpose was to map the perceptions of advertising professionals on the usage of new advertising formats to target children 
and teenagers. More specifically, the report explored which opinions advertisers hold with regard to the ethical appropriateness of 
novel, integrated advertising formats when minors are targeted.  Furthermore, advertising professionals’ usage of these formats – 
when used to target minors – were investigated. 

By means of a quantitative and qualitative study new advertising formats and their ethical appropriateness according to the age of 
the target group at whom they are targeted were explored. Following research questions were central:

According to advertising professionals, from which age onwards
a) do minors understand the commercial intention behind new advertising formats, 
b) is the usage of these novel advertising formats morally and ethically acceptable 
c) and should minors be made aware of the commercial character of these marketing communication techniques?

In the extended report attention is also devoted to the perceptions of advertising professionals towards an advertising cue, regula-
tion and education. For the purpose of this research report, however, we solely discuss the perceptions towards the appropriate-
ness and usage of new advertising formats.  

Method
2614 members of the UBA (Union of Belgian Advertisers) and 160 employees working in 79 advertising agencies were sent an 
online questionnaire, that was active for about 2 weeks, namely the last week of April, 2015 and the first week of May, 2015. After 
one week a reminder was sent. 90 professionals completed the full survey. The overall majority (85 respondents) were advertising 
professionals and 5 respondents were professionals working for an advertising agency. 54 respondents who completed the survey 
were females and 36 respondents were males. The average age of the respondents was 41,53 years (SD= 8,023). The youngest 
respondent was 21 years old, the oldest 62. 

At the beginning of the survey, questions were asked concerning the respondents’ overall opinion on the topic of advertising aimed 
at children and teenagers (5-point Likert scale). Subsequently, descriptions of nine different novel advertising formats (e.g. prod-
uct placement, advergames, online behavioural advertising, merchandising, applications, in-game advertising, video advertising, 
search engine marketing and location based services) were presented by means of vignettes in randomized sequence. Vignettes 
are descriptions of concrete situations presented to the respondents to reflect upon or give their opinion about (Mortelmans, 
2007). Only the vignette descriptions were presented, without mentioning the names of the specific advertising formats. The 
respondents were asked to indicate on a slider ranging from 6 years old to 18 years old, from which age onwards they perceived 
minors capable of understanding the persuasive nature of the advertising techniques described in the vignettes, from which age 
onwards the type of advertising is perceived as ethically and morally acceptable, as well as from which age onwards minors need 
to be notified about the commercial nature of the advertising format. If respondents held the opinion that minors are not capable 
of understanding the advertising format, that the usage of an advertising format was not ethically and morally acceptable towards 
minors or if their opinion was that minors do not have to be warned about the commercial intent of the advertising types pre-
sented in the vignettes, they could indicate this answer option and they did not have to indicate an age on the slider. The survey 
ended with demographic questions: the market in which the company the respondent works in is active, which department the 
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respondent works in, function, level of education, age and gender. 

In addition to the survey, 10 semi-structured in-depth interviews with advertising professionals were held in January and June 
2015. The selection of these interviewees was based on email addresses that were registered at the end of the survey and on a list 
obtained from the Union of Belgian Advertisers (UBA) providing an overview of individuals in companies that target minors. In total 
eight face-to-face interviews with one interviewee were held (four males and four females), one interview with two interviewees 
working for the same company (both females) and one group interview with six participants (three males and three females). The 
interviewees hold the positions of marketing manager, country manager, public affairs director, communications advisor, head of 
digital child safety and manager of ethical standards. 

Results
Study 1 - Survey study

Overall perception
Concerning advertising in general, there are differences in advertising professionals’ perceptions according to the specific target 
group (children or teenagers) that is considered. A majority of the professionals (68,3%) holds the opinion that teenagers (13-18 
years old) may be used as a target group for advertising. The opinion about children (younger than 12 years) is more contested. 
Half of the professionals (50,3%) do not agree with the statement that children may be used as a target group for advertising. The 
results are visualized in figure 35. 

The majority of advertising professionals agrees with the statement that children (69,6%) and teenagers (72,7%) are used more 
often as a target group for advertising than in the past. The results are provided in Figure 36.
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Advertising formats used towards minors
The majority (61,7%) of the advertisers mentioned to only target adults (older than 18 years). 38,8% or 36 professionals indicate 
that the company they work for advertises towards minors. 16,7% of these advertising professionals indicate that they only target 
children. 33,3% of them only advertise towards teenagers. Half of the advertisers who target towards minors focus on both chil-
dren and teenagers 

Advertisers who target minors were asked to indicate which advertising formats they use towards which specific age group (chil-
dren or teenagers). The most often used new advertising formats toward children are contests, branded websites, premium offers 
and advergames. Contests, banners and branded websites are the most often used new advertising formats towards teenagers. 
Location based services and online behavioural advertising are two advertising formats that are not or the least used by the adver-
tising professionals to target respectively children and teenagers. An overview of advertising formats used towards children and 
teenagers is given in figure 37. The results are given in absolute numbers since they are based on only 36 advertising professionals, 
24 of which target children, and 30 of which target teenagers. 
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Understanding advertising formats
The understanding of advertising formats refers to both the identification of the advertising formats as well as the understanding 
of the commercial intention behind the advertising formats. Advertising professionals believe that minors can understand (novel) 
advertising formats from 12 years of age onwards. Some formats, especially integrated ones, were found to be more challenging 
than others, such as video advertising, location based services, product placement and in-game advertising. For these formats the 
average age that was answered was 13 years of age. Moreover, most advertising professionals answered that minors are not yet 
capable of understanding the latter formats.

Ethical acceptability of advertising formats 
On average, advertising professionals perceive advertising formats as ethical from the age of 12-13 years onwards. This is in line 
with the age whereupon minors are perceived as capable to understand new advertising formats. Some formats are regarded to 
be less appropriate to use than others. For instance, online behavioural advertising, location based services and applications are 
only perceived as ethically and morally acceptable to use when minors are slightly older (13-14 years old) compared to the other 
advertising formats.  Location based services and online behavioural advertising are perceived as the least moral and ethical ad-
vertising formats to use. 

Informing minors about the commercial intent of advertising formats
On an average advertising professionals think minors should be made aware of the commercial character of marketing commu-
nication techniques from the age of 9-10 onwards. Hence, the average age indicated is younger compared to the previous results 
(understanding advertising and ethicality of advertising). In-game advertising, advergames and video advertising are the formats 
for which the answer option ‘not necessary to  inform minors about the commercial intention behind this advertising formats’ was 
indicated most often. It has to be noted however, that video advertising refers in this study to video content for which an advertiser 
has paid without mentioning it instead of pre-rolls which appear before a video. 

Study 2 - In-depth interviews

Overall perception 
With regard to the statement that minors may be used as a target group for advertising the perceptions of the interviewees. Half of 
the interviewed professionals hold the opinion that children younger than 12 may by no means be targeted by advertising. Others 
stated that it depends on the type of product or service that is advertised. Overall, they argue that strict regulations are needed 
when children are considered as the target group. The overall majority of the professionals does not seem to have a problem with 
advertising aimed at teenagers. They mentioned that teenagers’ abilities to understand advertising formats should not be under-
estimated. Furthermore, the professionals argued that minors from the age of 12 onwards should express a certain maturity and 
be capable of identifying and understanding the mechanisms and commercial intentions of advertising. 

Understanding advertising formats
Almost all interviewees think that it’s plausible to assume that when children are 12 years of age they are able to understand 
various advertising formats. This corresponds with the overall perception of advertising professionals that advertising aimed at 
teenagers is not a problem, whereas it is with children.

Ethical acceptability of advertising formats 
Interviewees’ perceptions concerning the ethicality of advertising formats corresponds to the results of the survey study. They 
agree that novel, integrated advertising formats are acceptable to use towards minors from the age of 12-13 years onwards. They 
acknowledge that location based services should only be used from an older age onwards since, in order to use this advertising 
format, the person targeted has to be mobile and needs to give his or her permission. Therefore advertisers perceive this format 
as less appealing to use towards children. Moreover, the interviewees find in-game advertising to be a very subtle advertising tech-
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nique that is difficult for children to identify and comprehend. 

Informing minors about the commercial intent of advertising formats
From the interviews it can be concluded that professionals’ opinions about advertising disclosure and informing minors about the 
commercial intent of advertising are mixed. Some advertising professionals agree with the results of the survey study to inform 
minors from 10 years onwards, whereas others hold the opinion that children have to be informed from an earlier age onwards 
(6-7 years). Advertisers who would inform children from the age of 10 years say that it is important to take children’s ability to un-
derstand the different advertising formats into account before informing them. Otherwise it would not makes sense and it would 
work contradictory. Professionals in favour of informing children from the age of 6 or 7 years on, stress the importance of informing 
them gradually. For instance by means of pictograms. They add that because children start to have their own mobile devices and 
accounts from age 8 or 9 years, it is also the industry’s responsibility to provide transparency and a safe experience. 

Discussion
Advertising professionals acknowledge that children are a vulnerable target group for advertising. Nevertheless, they also think 
that teenagers (age 12 years and older) should be mature enough to identify and understand advertising formats and techniques 
that are used to target them. From the age of 12-13 years old onwards advertisers perceive new advertising techniques as ethical 
to use towards minors. Rather remarkable are the results concerning the disclosure of the persuasive intention behind advertising. 
According to the respondents, children should be made aware of the persuasion and selling intention from the age of 9-10 years 
onwards. On the one hand this seems like a justifiable age because then children are proactively informed since integrated formats 
are perceived as being ethical to use from 12-13 years onwards. On the other hand, the advertising professionals also hold the 
opinion that on average children are unable to understand new advertising formats before the age of 12. Therefore it is rather 
remarkable that concerning integrated advertising formats (in-game advertising, advergames and video advertising), advertisers 
indicated most often that it is not necessary to inform minors about the commercial intent behind it. Those formats are namely 
examples of novel, integrated advertising which is more difficult to recognize, especially for minors. Some interview respondents 
did however express a need to gradually inform children about advertising’s persuasive intent from a younger age onwards. It thus 
appears that advertisers’ opinions concerning the disclosure of advertising are rather mixed. 

Especially if children (younger than age 12) are considered as a target group advertising professionals acknowledge that the use 
of integrated advertising formats should be strictly regulated. In-game advertising, online behavioural advertising, location based 
services and video advertising in the form of video content itself (not pre-rolls) are considered as very subtle advertising formats 
which are difficult to understand by children and least ethical to use towards minors. Online behavioural advertising and loca-
tion based services are not used by the participating professionals towards children and were the least used advertising formats 
towards teenagers (13 years – 18 years). With regards to these two advertising formats it seems that advertisers’ practice cor-
responds to their opinion. Namely that they do not or target these formats the least towards minors because these formats are 
considered as the most unethical and most difficult to understand. Advertisers seem not to have a problem with novel advertising 
target at teenagers, since they consider teenagers mature enough to identify and understand these advertising formats. 
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To adequately identify and assess the risks connected to new advertising formats, it is also necessary to outline how children are 
currently being educated. The fourth question in the risk analysis goes as follows: ‘How do schools help children and teenagers to 
cope with new advertising formats?’. This section summarizes the results of two previous AdLit research reports examining this 
question. 

Research aim 
To investigate how advertising literacy is included in Flemish education curricula and what educational packages have been devel-
oped to support teachers (Adams, Schellens & Valcke, 2015a; Adams, Schellens & Valcke, 2015b; Adams, Valcke & Schellens, 2016).

Method
Curriculum analysis
To investigate how advertising literacy is included in education, curriculum standards (in Dutch: ‘eindtermen’) as formulated by the 
Flemish government for primary and secondary education (i.e. macro level) were systematically analysed. Specifically, the term 
‘advertising’ was scanned for throughout the curricula along with its intention and meaning. The curriculum standards, however, 
are often broad and vague. In Flanders, umbrella organizations (in Dutch: ‘onderwijskoepels’) - which are representative associ-
ations of school boards that differ based on their own ideological background - concretise the curriculum standards by drafting 
their own curricula (i.e. meso level). The majority of schools follow the curricula that has been set up by their associated umbrella 
organisation, in other words curriculum development on micro level is rather exceptional. Therefore, in the analysis, attention was 
also devoted to the curricula of three umbrella organizations, namely GO! education of the Flemish community, the Educational 
Secretariat of the Association of Flemish Cities and Municipalities (OVSG), and Catholic Education Flanders. 

Analysis of educational material
Conform the curriculum standards of the government and the curricula of umbrella organizations, educational publishers develop 
text- and work-books with practical exercises that allow pupils to reach the predefined goals. To understand how advertising litera-
cy is incorporated into these text- and work-books, we had the opportunity to browse educational material of three publishers. In 
addition, other national and international organizations, who were often specialized in media literacy, have also developed various 
educational packages on advertising literacy. The advertising literacy educational packages that were found and studied are the 
following: ‘Admongo’, ‘Media Smart UK (Be Adwise 2)’, ‘Media Smart UK (Digital Adwise)’, ‘Mediasmarts Canada’, ‘Reclame Rak-
kers’,  ‘Jongeren op het Bot’, ‘Comprendre la Publicité’, ‘Reclamewijsheid – Reclame in Nieuwe media’, ‘Het vuil reclametruukske’ 
and ‘Reclame Masters’. Several of these educational packages were evaluated by paying attention towards, among other things, 
instruction methods and work formats that were used, advertising formats that were brought up, dimensions of advertising liter-
acy that were mentioned, etc.

Results
Advertising literacy in primary education 
No curriculum standards are formulated for toddlers concerning advertising literacy (age -6) and advertising in general. In primary 
school (age 6-12) only two curriculum standards that explicitly mention advertising can be observed. In the Dutch language seg-
ment, the following is formulated: “students can, based on their own opinions or information derived from other sources, judge in-
formation contained in advertising texts which are directly related to their world”. The latter is operationalized in various ways. The 
umbrella organization GO!, for example, puts forward the following learning objectives: 1) Children can understand the essence of 
advertising messages and reconstruct the message themselves, 2) Children are able to compare advertising messages with objec-
tive information, 3) Children are able to critically judge advertisement messages, 4) Children can develop their own advertisement 
slogan to their peers. A concrete exercise related to the general curriculum standard and associated learning objectives of the um-
brella organisations is shown in Figure 38. In this exercise, pupils learn to distinguish advertisements from objective information.  

Another attainment goal is formulated in the subject area world orientation (collective name for lessons about geographical, his-
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torical, etc. related topics): “Students realize that their behaviour is/are influenced by advertising and media.” The catholic umbrel-
la organization translates the latter attainment goal into following learning objectives: 1) Children know that there is a difference 
between welfare and wellbeing, 2) Children are aware that consumption is influenced. 

It should be noted that besides the two curriculum standards that explicitly mention advertising other curriculum standards can be 
operationalized with advertising literacy in mind. For example, online advertising formats can be incorporated in cross-curricular11 
ICT curriculum standards (e.g., ‘children use ICT in a safe, responsible and effective way’). It becomes clear that they encourage 
schools to pay attention to advertising literacy from the first year of primary education onwards. However, a more intensive level 
of advertising literacy education is expected for children around age eight. When considering the curricula of the umbrella organi-
sations all, it is clear that they aim to tackle advertising literacy from the second grade (8-9 year olds) onwards – with some minor 
differences in between. 

Advertising literacy in secondary education 
In secondary education, it is remarkable that the term advertisements is integrated into language curriculum standards (i.e. Dutch) 
for every field of study in secondary education. Hereby, advertisements are often seen as one possible type of text that can be 
used to reach a more general curriculum standard as “pupils can read several types of text intended for unknown peers on a judg-
ing level”. Two exercises derived from workbooks Dutch are shown below as an example. Figure 39 shows an exercise aimed at 

11  Cross-curricular curriculum standards refer to curriculum standards that are not specific to a certain course. Instead, every school and teacher 
are encouraged, however not obliged, to operationalize cross-curricular curriculum standards into their education. 

Figure 38. Exercise in textbook Dutch (educational publisher: Die Keure)
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students’ in grade 9 that only focuses on the language use in advertisements. However, in a workbook Dutch developed for grade 
11, an exercise is found in which students have to give their opinion about personalized advertisements. To our knowledge, latter 
exercise is the only one referring to new advertising formats.

Additionally, in the curriculum standards three other references were found for the courses history (1st grade), cultural sciences 
(2nd grade) and modern languages (3th grade). For example, for the course ‘cultural sciences’ students need to illustrate that ad-
vertisements employ a specific way of communication (persuasion) and should be able to grasp and discuss the ethical and legal 
aspects of advertisements. In secondary schools, advertising (literacy) is also implicitly integrated in cross-curricular curriculum 
standards Two cross-curricular curriculum standards are formulated concerning media literacy – arguably advertising literacy can 
be interpreted as an important part of media literacy: ‘students are alert to media’ and ‘students thoughtfully participate in the 
public space made available through media’. 

References to advertisements were not only found in (cross-curricular) curriculum standards, but also in the concrete curricula of 
umbrella organisations. A number of examples are shown below:

�� Curriculum Economy (umbrella organisation: GO!): By means of examples or inquiry, pupils can demonstrate that buying 

Figure 39. Exercise in workbook Dutch - Grade 9 (Educational Publisher: De Boeck)

Figure 40. Exercise in workbook Dutch – Grade 11 (Educational Publisher: De Boeck)
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habits are determined by prices, budget, needs, advertisements, etc.
�� Curriculum office and sales (umbrella organisation: Katholiek Onderwijs Vlaanderen/Catholic Education Flanders): Pupils 

can explain why a salespersons make use of advertising.

Regarding to the curricula set up by umbrella organisations for both primary and secondary education, it is interesting to note the 
following two findings. On the one hand, although the term advertising is often treated in a general way by the umbrella organisa-
tions, especially traditional advertising formats (such as television commercials and print advertisements) are highlighted in more 
concrete examples in curricula. On the other hand, more goals in their curricula refer to the cognitive dimension of advertising 
literacy than to affective or moral advertising literacy (see Figure 40). 

Educational material 
As mentioned above, next to educational publishers, there are also other organisations who have developed educational packages 
about advertisements. Based on an analysis of these packages, following conclusions were drawn. First, it is noticeable that the 
educational materials are either financed by industry or governmental actors. No collaboration between both was found when 
developing these materials. Often, the packages are targeted to children (age 6-12), hereby neglecting teenagers. Although most 
educational materials are focused on children, the particular age or age group of the target audience is either defined to broadly or 
not at all. Second, it is unknown which theoretical foundations underscore the educational materials. Furthermore, no educational 
packages were tested on their effectiveness, i.e. whether educational materials positively influence indeed the advertising literacy 
level, including both dispositional advertising literacy and situational advertising literacy (see Figure 1 on page 13 in introductory 
chapter). Most packages make use of authentic advertising messages, but rarely refer to advertising in other cultures. Most of the 
time a clear manual is presented to teachers on how to employ the material. Because organisations mostly provide their output in 
pdf format, it is, however, difficult for teachers to make adjustments and add examples themselves. Once the material is developed 
no further adaptations are made the following years. Considering the rapid evolvement of new advertising formats the relevance 
of these educational packages is questionable. In addition, many different advertising formats are discussed but little attention has 
been paid to new, online advertising techniques. 

Discussion
Although no curriculum standards are formulated for toddlers (age -6) by the Flemish government, there are curriculum standards 
about advertising for both primary and secondary education. Taking into account the concrete curricula of the umbrella organi-
sations it is clear that mostly from the second grade (age 8-9) onwards attention is devoted to advertising. In the more concrete 
curricula set up by umbrella organisations for both primary and secondary education, it is remarkable that more attention is paid 
to the cognitive dimension of advertising literacy, compared to the affective and moral aspects. In addition, especially classic ad-
vertising formats are brought up, while new advertising formats and its tactics are not explicitly mentioned. The latter is also true 
considering the educational packages that were developed by several (inter)national organisations. Moreover, these learning ma-
terials are, among other things, mainly targeted to children below the age of 12 and not tested on its effectiveness. Consequently, 
in the AdLit project, we will develop and test learning material in which attention is paid for both new advertising formats and all 
dimensions of advertising literacy. 

.



 MAPPING OF 
LEGISLATION AND 
SELF-REGULATION 

FOR NEW 
ADVERTISING 

FORMATS 

10

V. Verdoodt, E. Lievens, I. Lambrecht, P. Valcke and L. 
Hellemans



104www.AdLit.be Risk Analysis - Chapter X

The protection of minors against certain forms of commercial communication has long been considered an objective of general 
interest. Accordingly, extensive and detailed requirements exist at both the EU and national level. The regulatory framework on 
commercial communication aimed at children is fragmented into legislation, on the one hand, and alternative regulatory instru-
ments (i.e. self- and co-regulation), on the other hand. 
As mentioned above, new advertising formats have specific features that make them particularly appealing to children. They are 
often digital (e.g. advergames) or hybrid (e.g. ads on smart/connected TV’s) and as such, the exact application or interplay of the 
different regulatory frameworks is complex. The EU legislator has restricted the marketing of certain products (e.g. alcohol) and 
services, has regulated misleading and deceptive advertising and has imposed specific restrictions on the mixing of commercial 
and non-commercial content. The latter two are of particular importance in the context of new advertising formats, considering 
their embedded and interactive nature.

Aside from this, advertisers and advertising networks increasingly process children’s personal data, as it allows them to tailor and 
personalise commercial communication based on children’s online behaviour. A recent privacy sweep conducted by an interna-
tional group of data protection authorities (GPEN) found that 67 % of the 1,494 websites and apps examined collected children’s 
personal information and 50% shared personal information with third parties (Irish Data Protection Commissioner, 2015). Such 
data processing activities are only allowed if the rules of the EU data protection framework are respected. 

In this section an overview is provided of whether and how the new advertising formats targeting children and teenagers are in-
cluded in regulatory and self-regulatory initiatives. The goal is to address the fifth and final question in the risk analysis: “How are 
new advertising formats (self-)regulated?”

10.1.	TELEVISION ADS AND ADS IN ON-
DEMAND VIDEO SERVICES (“TRADITIONAL 
ADVERTISING FORMATS”)

10.1.1.	Legislation

Introduction and scope: which advertising formats are covered?

The Audiovisual Media Services Directive (“AVMS Directive”) is the cornerstone of media regulation in the EU. This Directive re-
quires, by its nature, that Member States implement the provisions into national law. In Flanders, the Flemish Media Decree 
defines the general rules and principles for audiovisual commercial communication (“ACC”) such as television advertising and 
advertising in on-demand video services (e.g. Netflix). ACC can be defined as images with or without sound which are designed 
to promote goods or services and which accompany or are included in a program in return for some type of payment. Included in 
this definition are the following formats:
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Which formats are covered Which formats are not covered

ü	TV Commercial
ü	Advertising in on-demand video 

services
ü	Sponsorship
ü	Product placement
ü	Adverting funded programs
ü	Split screen ads
ü	Infomercial

	Digital commercial communica-
tions (though sometimes unclear)

The precise scope of application of the provisions of the AVMS Directive and its national implementation to new advertising 
formats is somewhat unclear. For instance in the case of advergames, they could in theory be interpreted as falling within the 
definition of an audiovisual commercial communication as defined by Article 1(h) AVMSD. On the other hand, Recital 22 stipulates 
that the definition of an audiovisual media service “should exclude all services the principal purpose of which is not the provision 
of programs, i.e. where any audiovisual content is merely incidental to the service and not its principal purpose.” Although adver-
games are games per se, one could argue that the game itself is merely the means for the delivery of the audiovisual commercial 
communication. 

General principles: what are the rules for traditional advertising formats (tar-
geted to both children and adults)?
The two most important principles that govern audiovisual commercial communication are the principles of identification and 
separation. These principles aim to (1) guarantee the neutrality of media in view of the economic competition of third parties,  
(2) ensure the editorial integrity of television programmes (3) protect the consumer. Protecting the consumer against disguised 
messages seems the most obvious. If it is not clear what constitutes advertising or when the line between editorial and commer-
cial content is blurred, viewers can be misled as to the nature of what they see. The same is valid in relation to competing market 
players, who want to be judged fairly and on editorial grounds by the media, not because a competitor has paid more to the media 
enterprise. The principles of identification and separation have been implemented in the various Member States by means of na-
tional legislative and/or self-regulatory instruments. 

�� The principle of identification requires that audiovisual commercial communications are clearly recognizable as such. 
Moreover, it also prohibits surreptitious advertising. It is applicable to both television and on-demand advertising. 

�� Conversely, the principle of separation is only applicable to television advertising, which shall be kept quite distinct from 
other parts of the program by optical and/or acoustic and/or spatial means.

Specific principles on the protection of children for certain formats: what type 
of additional protections do children have? 
Furthermore, the Flemish Media Decree contains specific principles on the protection of children. First of all, there are restrictions 
on the use of certain forms of commercial communication in children’s programs:  

�� Teleshopping (Art. 80) and self-promotion are prohibited in children’s programs.
�� Product placement is prohibited in children’s programs of the public broadcaster. On the other hand, product placement 

is allowed in children’s programs of private broadcasters, but only if the goods or services were provided free of charge 
(Art. 99).

�� The logo of a sponsor may not be mentioned or shown in children’s programs (Art. 97). Children’s programs may not be 
sponsored by companies which main commercial activity consists of the sale or production of alcoholic beverages.

�� Alcohol advertising may not be broadcast right before or after children’s programs (Art. 83).

Secondly, the Flemish Media Decree contains certain content restrictions for audiovisual commercial communication. 
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�� Food: do not encourage or trivialize the excessive intake of food and beverages containing nutrients of which immoderate 
use is not recommended, such as fats, transfatty acids, salt or sodium or sugars. Additionally, commercial communication 
relating to candy which contains sugar has to display a specific image of a toothbrush (Art. 69).

�� Alcohol advertising may not be aimed specifically at minors and may not specifically show minors consuming alcohol (Art. 
68). 

�� Tobacco advertising is prohibited (Art. 65).
�� Medication advertising is prohibited (Art. 66).
�� Toys that resemble fire arms may not be advertised (Art. 73 §4). 

Liability for breach of the advertising rules: who is responsible?
The broadcaster is responsible for ensuring that the commercial communication is conform the rules of the Media Decree.

Enforcement: who enforces the rules or handles complaints?
The Flemish Regulator for the Media (Vlaamse Regulator voor de Media, hereafter “VRM”) oversees compliance with the provi-
sions of the Flemish Media Decree and handles complaints of individuals. Although within the VRM, a specific chamber composed 
of experts in child-related matters oversees the provisions with regard to impartiality and the protection of minors, all complaints 
with regard to commercial communications (also those with regard to minors) are addressed by the General Chamber. 

10.2.	DIGITAL COMMERCIAL COMMUNICATIONS 
(“NEW ADVERTISING FORMATS”)

10.2.1.	Legislation

Introduction and scope: which advertising formats are covered?
The e-Commerce Directive defines certain rules for digital commercial communications. More specifically, the e-Commerce Di-
rective establishes de facto obligations for advertisers, by requiring Member States to implement identification and information 
requirements for commercial communications which are part of or constitute an information society service (e.g. sponsored 
search results, advergames, in-app advertising, ads on social media, online banner ad, sponsored blogs, sponsored vlogs, branded 
websites, in-game advertising). The Directive has been implemented in Belgium by the Information Society Act of 11 March of 2003 
and later replaced by the Law of 15 December 2013 on the Right of the electronic economy, which forms part of the Belgian Code 
of Economic Law.
The definition of commercial communication should be interpreted broadly and entails both direct and indirect promotion. The 
commercial character of the communication entails that it promotes goods or services of a certain company or organisation. Ex-
cluded from this definition is the mere ownership of a website or e-mail address, linking to a commercial site without getting paid 
for it, providing information not constituting promotion, consumer-testing services, and price or product comparisons.
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Which formats are covered Which formats are not covered

ü	Advergames
ü	Online banner
ü	In-game advertising
ü	Native advertising
ü	Video advertising
ü	Virtual worlds
ü	Profile targeting and social me-

dia advertising
ü	Application advertising
ü	Location based advertising

	Audiovisual commercial communi-
cations (traditional formats)

General principles: what are the rules for digital advertising formats aimed at 
both children and adults?
The following requirements of the e-Commerce Directive could be relevant for new advertising formats:

�� Identification of the commercial communication (“clearly identifiable as such”) (see also Article 9 ICC Code as mentioned 
supra). 

�� Identification of the advertiser (i.e. the person on whose behalf the commercial communication is made is to be clearly 
identifiable). This means that the main contact details such as name and address need to be accessible, for instance via 
a hyperlink.

�� Promotional offers, competitions or games must be clearly identified and the conditions for participation must be pre-
sented in a clear and unambiguous way and make them easily accessible.

Liability for breach of the advertising rules: who is responsible?
The advertiser is responsible for ensuring that the commercial communication conforms to e-Commerce law. Considering that 
social network sites are often used to spread commercial messages (e.g. by sponsored bloggers), questions may rise regarding the 
potential liability of the social network provider for harmful or illegal commercial messages. In this regard, the Belgian law contains 
a liability exemption for providers of hosting services for illegal web content uploaded by the users of the service.

Enforcement: who enforces the rules or handles complaints?
In Belgium, there are two different enforcement mechanisms, (1) filing a complaint before an administrative body and (2) bringing 
a claim before the courts. The Directorate General Control and Mediation is the administrative body competent  for  receiving ad-
ministrative  complaints,  which  can  be  filed  by  every  natural  or  legal  person without  the  need to prove a legitimate interest. 
Secondly, there is the possibility of a specific cease-and-desist procedure before the President of the Commercial Court for unfair 
commercial practices. In addition, a claim for civil damages could be filed before the competent civil court. In this regard, the ap-
plicant will have to provide evidence of a direct and legitimate interest. 

10.2.2.	Self- and co-regulation

Aside from the e-Commerce Directive, the ICC Code (cfr. infra 10.3.B) contains certain guidelines for implementing the identifica-
tion and information requirements in practice. If advertisers want to make use of digital interactive marketing communication, they 
will have to take into account the following guidelines (Article D1-D6): 
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Principle Guidelines for implementation

Identification ü	Whenever such commercial communications are addressed to an individual, the sub-

ject descriptor and context should make this clear.

ü	Product endorsements or reviews that are created by marketers should be clearly 

indicated and not presented as being from an individual consumer or independent 

body. 

ü	Marketers have to take appropriate steps to ensure that the commercial nature of the 

content or social network site under his/her control is clearly indicated and that the 

rules and standards of acceptable commercial behaviour are respected (identification 

principle).
Information ü	Inform the consumer beforehand of the steps leading to the placing of an order, a 

purchase, the concluding of a contract or any other commitment.

10.3.	PERSONALIZED ADVERTISING FORMATS

10.3.1.	Legislation

Introduction and scope: which advertising formats are covered?
As mentioned, advertisers and advertising networks increasingly use children’s personal data to tailor commercial communications 
based on their online behaviour. Until recently, the Data Protection Directive of 1995 was the main legal instrument of data pro-
tection law at the EU level. In April 2016 however, the General Data Protection Regulation (“GDPR”) was adopted, which sets out 
the general conditions for the lawful processing of personal data.12 The GDPR also contains certain provisions that apply specifically 
when children’s personal data are being processed. It will be directly applicable in all Member States from 25 May 2018.

Which formats are covered Which formats are not covered

ü	Personalized ads:
−	 Profile targeting and social 

media advertising, online 
behavioural ads

−	 Location based advertising

	Non-personalized ads

General conditions for the processing of personal data
The general data protection principles need to be respected when processing children’s personal data for the purpose of person-
alized ads. However, they need to be adequately adapted when dealing with children. The following table provides an overview 
of the relevant principles of the Data Protection Directive and includes some elements that have been interpreted by the Article 
29 Working Party.

12  The GDPR entered into force on 24 May 2016. 
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Principle Article Comment

Fair and lawful processing 6 (1) (a) DPD

5 (1) (a) GDPR

The personal data of children need to be processed fairly and 
lawfully. Since children’s maturity is still developing, this princi-
ple needs to be interpreted strictly (WP29, 2008). 

Purpose limitation 6 (1) (b) DPD

5 (1) (b) GDPR

The data can only be collected for specified, explicit and legiti-
mate purposes and not further processed in a way incompatible 
with the initially specified purpose(s).

Proportionality and rele-
vance

6 (1) (c) DPD

5 (1) (c) GDPR

Only adequate, relevant and non-excessive data can be collected 
and/or further processed. The collecting entity needs to carefully 
consider which data are strictly necessary to meet the goal or, for 
mobile apps for example, the desired functionality (WP29, 2013).

Accuracy 6 (1) (d) DPD

5 (1) (d) GDPR

Personal data must be accurate and, where necessary, kept up 
to date. Every reasonable step must be taken to ensure that data 
are inaccurate or incomplete, having regard to the purpose for 
which they were collected or for which they are further pro-
cessed, are erased or rectified. In short, only data necessary to 
reach the purpose can be collected and these data should be kept 
updated. As children are constantly developing, data controllers 
must pay particular attention to the duty to keep personal data 
up-to-date (WP29, 2008).

Data retention 6 (1) (e) DPD

5 (1) (e) GDPR

When no longer necessary for the purposes of collection, person-
al data should either be deleted or kept in a form which does not 
allow identification. This principle is particularly important for 
children. As they are developing a lot, data related to them could 
very quickly change and become outdated, so that it becomes 
irrelevant to the original purpose of collection. Such information 
should be deleted (WP29, 2008).

Table 24: Principles as interpreted by the Article 29 Data Protection Working Party.

Conditions specific to the processing of children’s personal data for advertising 
purposes
Article 8 of the GDPR explicitly requires parental consent for the processing of personal data of children under the age of 16 years 
(Article 8 GDPR) unless Member States decide to implement a lower threshold (provided it is not below 13 years). More specifical-
ly, the GDPR uses the notion of “verifiable consent” but remains vague on how to obtain such consent. Indeed, it merely mentions 
that “reasonable” efforts shall be made to obtain this consent, “taking into consideration available technology” (Article 8, par. 1 of 
the GDPR). In sum, when advertisers want to collect children’s personal data for advertising purposes they will need to ensure that 
the manner in which they obtain consent is well-considered and takes into account the child’s potential vulnerability and capacity 
to understand the consequences of their consent.

Liability for breach of the data protection rules: who is responsible?
In Belgium, liability for data protection violations is regulated by article 15bis of the Law of 8 December 1992 on the protection of 
privacy in relation to the processing of personal data. According to this article, the data controller shall be liable for damages re-
sulting from unlawful processing activities (Van Alsenoy & Verdoodt, 2014). However, in the context of personalized advertising, a 
variety of players may be involved, including ad network providers, publishers and advertisers. Therefore a case-by-case analysis to 
define who is the data controller (i.e. who determines the purposes and the means for the processing) is necessary. It is also possi-
ble that several parties jointly determine the purposes and means for one or more processing activities (e.g. the publisher and the 
advertising network). In those cases, the liability shall in principle be solidary in nature for the common processing operations. This 
means that the harmed data subject may bring a claim against any of them for the full amount of damages (Van Alsenoy, 2016).
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Enforcement: who enforces the rules or handles complaints?
Individuals can file a complaint for a breach of data protection law with the Belgian Data Protection Authority (i.e. the Privacy 
Commission). Furthermore, if individuals suffered damage, they can exercise their right to compensation under article 15bis of the 
Belgian Data Protection Act against the data controller/joint controllers before the Court of First Instance.

10.3.2.	Self- and co-regulation

Conditions specific to the processing of children’s personal data for advertising 
purposes
Children need to be adequately informed about the collection and use of their personal data. In practice, the informed element 
implies that information needs to be presented in a simple, concise, readable format and in language that can be easily understood 
as adapted to the age of the individual in question (WP29, 2009). However, children are not always capable of understanding the 
nature of such decisions and to a large extent. In this regard, several authoritative bodies have expressed their opinion that it is not 
in the best interest of the child to allow behavioural advertising aimed at children. Indeed, following the ICC Code (D7.4): 

�� Segments specifically designed to target children 12 and younger for OBA purposes should not be created.

This is in line with the Article 29 Working Party opinion 02/2013, in which it stressed that stressed that, in the best interest of the 
child, companies “should not process children’s data for behavioural advertising purposes, neither directly nor indirectly, as this 
will be outside the scope of a child’s understanding and therefore exceed the boundaries of lawful processing”. Moreover, it has 
been argued that behavioural advertising aimed at children may qualify as undue influence under the Unfair Commercial Practices 
Directive, resulting in an aggressive commercial practice (BEUC, 2010). However, at the moment there is no case law confirming 
this opinion.

10.4.	ALL ADVERTISING FORMATS

10.4.1.	Legislation

Introduction and scope: which advertising formats are covered?
At a more general level, the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive (“UCP Directive”) prohibits any unfair commercial practices, 
including misleading or aggressive commercial communication. The Belgian consumer protection rules can be mainly found in Title 
VI of the Code of Economic Law, i.e. Market practices and consumer protection. The requirements are applicable to both tradi-
tional and new forms of advertising. 

Which formats are covered Which formats are not covered

ü	All advertising formats /
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General principles: what are the rules for advertising formats aimed at both 
children and adults?
There is a two-step criterion for determining unfairness: (1) the lack of professional diligence of the trader and (2) the influence 
on the economic behaviour of the consumer. The Directive takes as a benchmark the average consumer, who is “reasonably 
well-informed and reasonably observant and takes into account social, cultural and linguistic factors”. In relation to commercial 
communication aimed at vulnerable consumers such as children, the assessment will be done from the perspective of the average 
member of that target group. For instance, children might be particularly vulnerable to advertisements about videogames, where-
as teenagers are often targeted by rogue traders that promote appealing products by exploiting teenagers’ immaturity and their 
lack of attention or reflection (e.g. mobile phone services ad saying that by subscribing to the service, they will make friends more 
easily) (European Commission, 2009).
A commercial communication will be misleading if, taking into account the specific circumstances of the case:

�� an average consumer takes a transactional decision which he would normally not have taken, because he is deceived; or if
�� material information needed by the average consumer to make an informed transactional decision is missing, thereby 

causing him or her to take a decision which he or she would not have taken otherwise;

Moreover, in line with the identification requirement (see infra) a commercial communication will be misleading and prohibited 
under all circumstances if an advertiser uses editorial content in the media to promote a product where a trader has paid for the 
promotion without making that clear in the content or by images or sounds clearly identifiable by the consumer. This could be of 
particular relevance for advertisements posted by bloggers or Twitter account holders who are being paid to do so by the brand 
(Scaife, 2015). 

Specific principles on the protection of children: what type of addi-
tional protections do children have?
Finally direct exhortations to children to buy advertised products or persuade their parents or other adults to buy advertised 
products for will also be prohibited under all circumstances. This ban is valid for all media, including television as well as internet 
advertising. For instance, the TV advertisement “Your favourite book is now out on DVD – tell your dad to buy it for you!” would 
constitute an aggressive commercial practice, prohibited under the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive. 

Liability for breach of the advertising rules: who is responsible?
The Belgian Code of Economic Law establishes a cascade liability system for commercial communication that constitutes an un-
fair commercial practice (Art. XVII.10). This entails that when the advertiser resides in Belgium, the proceedings explained below 
(i.e. the cease-and-desist procedure) should be taken against the advertiser. However, if the advertiser does not reside within the 
jurisdiction or does not have an appointed representative residing in Belgium, one should then resort to the following hierarchy: 
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Enforcement: who enforces the rules or handles complaints?
The same procedures can be followed as for breaches of electronic commercial advertising (see above 10.1.2)

10.4.2.	Self- and co-regulation

Introduction and scope: which advertising formats are covered?
Aside from the legislative instruments, the advertising industry is known for its strong tradition of self- and/or co-regulation. One 
of the most important self-regulatory instruments is the Consolidated Code of Advertising and Marketing of the International 
Chamber of Commerce (“ICC Code”). Although the rules are voluntary, they are taken into account daily in countless transactions 
and, as such, have become part of international trade. The ICC Code applies to both traditional and new advertising formats and is 
based on the general principles of honesty, legal compliance, truthfulness and decency of ads. 

Which formats are covered Which formats are not covered

ü	All advertising formats /

General principles: what are the rules for all advertising formats aimed at both 
children and adults?
In line with the legislative framework, Article 9 of the ICC Code requires that: 

�� Marketing communications should be clearly distinguishable as such, whatever their form and whatever the medium 
used. 

Marketers are thus required to identify digital commercial communications as commercial content. In practice, the principle of 
identification has led certain advertisers to use a type of labelling or ‘cues’ to make commercial content identifiable. In this regard, 
the Belgian Jury for Ethical Practices in Advertising recommends the use of an explicit label such as “sponsored by” or “in coop-
eration with” (JEP, 2015). Where appropriate, such designation has to be clearly legible or audible and understandable. It is also 
recommended to add visible and/or audible differences to the communication and the editorial/journalistic content. 

Specific principles on the protection of children: what type of additional pro-
tections do children have?
Furthermore, the Code requires special care for commercial communications targeted towards children and youngsters. In this 
regard, Article 18 defines certain qualitative requirements that need to be kept in mind: (1) ads should not undermine positive 
social behaviour, lifestyles and attitudes; and (2) products that are unsuitable for them should not be advertised in media targeted 
to them, or ads targeted towards children should not appear on media where the editorial content is not suitable for children (e.g. 
an online wine shop).

Enforcement: who enforces the rules or handles complaints?
The Belgian self-regulatory organisation of the advertising industry is the Jury for Ethical Practices in Advertising (JEP), a private 
body financed by the Belgian advertisers, media and marketing bureaus. Its main task is to watch over the correct and fair nature 
of commercial messages aimed at the public. The task of the JEP is limited to researching content of advertising messages that are 
spread via mass media (such as daily or weekly magazines, radio, television, internet, movie theatres etc.) as well as via emailing 
or direct mail.
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11.1.	STUDY OBJECTIVES
The advertising landscape has altered dramatically in the last decade. Advertising is omnipresent and is reaching us into nearly 
all areas of our lives. More importantly, minors (children and teenagers) are targeted by advertising professionals more often and 
new tactics are being used for persuasion. The lines between the commercial message and media content have blurred. Many ad-
vertising formats are no longer static, but encourage people to actively engage with the commercial content. With the emergence 
of web 2.0, much personal information and user generated content is now used to tailor and personalize advertisements. Finally, 
advertising has become highly entertaining and capitalizes on the emotions of consumers. These new tactics of integration, inter-
action, personalization and high entertainment challenge children’s advertising literacy that helps them to understand and cope 
with advertising.  

The overall aim of the current research report was to identify and assess the risks connected to advertising formats in a new 
media environment targeting minors aged 7 to 18. Therefore, we need an overview of the advertising formats minors are exposed 
to and their level of advertising literacy towards each of these formats. After all, the combination of high exposure rate to an adver-
tising format with a low level of advertising literacy, entails a high risk. Table 1 summarizes the advertising formats to which minors 
are exposed to. In this report, we established that children (<12 years old) and teenagers (>12 years old) are not always targeted 
via the same advertising formats. 

Advertising format Target Group
TV commercial Children and teenagers
Advergame Mainly Children
Brand placement Children and teenagers
Online banner Children and teenagers
In-game advertising Children and teenagers
Native advertising Children and teenagers
Video advertising Children and teenagers

Virtual worlds Mainly Teenagers
Social media advertising Mainly Teenagers
Application advertising Mainly Teenagers
Location based advertising Mainly Teenagers

Table 1. Advertising formats frequently used to target minors

In addition, we need to know how their immediate (parents and teachers) and non-immediate surrounding (advertising profes-
sionals and policy) offers empowerment and protection to cope with these new advertising formats. When children have a low 
level of advertising literacy towards a certain advertising format without any provided protection or encouraged empowerment, 
an even higher risk can be expected. 

To take into account the capabilities and skills of minors as well as their surroundings, the following key questions were put forward 
in the risk analysis: 1) Which new advertising formats are minors the most exposed to?; 2) What is the current level of advertising 
literacy of minors for new advertising formats?; 3) How do parents and advertising professionals perceive new advertising for-
mats?; 4) How do schools help children and teenagers to cope with new advertising formats?; 5) How are these advertising formats 
(self-)regulated?

In this final section, we will summarize and discuss the main findings of the research report addressing the abovementioned groups 
(minors, parents, advertising professionals, schools and regulation) and formulate policy recommendations. 
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11.2.	CHILDREN’S ADVERTISING LITERACY FOR 
HYBRID ADVERTISING 

S. De Jans, P. De Pauw, I. Vanwesenbeeck, V. Cauberghe & L. Hudders

A thorough analysis of children’s media usage and the advertising formats used to target children enabled us to identify five ad-
vertising formats that children are exposed to most often: television commercials, advergames, brand integration, online banners 
and video advertising. Next to an extensive literature review, six empirical studies conducted within the AdLit project provide new 
insights on children’s current level of advertising literacy towards these formats. A total of 1.343 Flemish children between 7 and 
12 years participated in our research studies. One qualitative and five experimental studies were conducted to compare children’s 
advertising literacy for the traditional TV commercial versus embedded and hybrid advertising.    

11.2.1.	Advergames are puzzling young children  
Results of various experiments suggest that young children had most difficulties to recognize advergames as commercial content 
and to understand their persuasive intent, which is in line with previous studies. At the same time, children report a more positive 
brand attitude when they played an advergame, compared to when they watched a TV spot. The positive effect on children’s brand 
attitude can be attributed to the positive feelings that are induced by the game. In other words, the positive attitude towards the 
game is transferred over to the brand. Because advergames are fun, children are not motivated to think critically about the com-
mercial content embedded in the game. In addition, when children do recognize the advergame’s commercial intentions, this does 
not impact children’s brand attitude. This indicates that they do not activate their advertising literacy when playing an advergame 
due to its fun and immersive nature. 

11.2.2.	Banner blindness, also for young children?
Our research reveals that children are able to recognize banners better as commercial content and understand its persuasive in-
tent compared to advergames, but slightly worse compared to the television commercial. When looking at the advertising effects, 
results of an experimental study reveal that only 17% of the young children remembered the brand that was depicted in the online 
banner, which was the lowest of the ad formats investigated. This indicates that banner blindness also occurs at this very young 
age. The brand shown in the TV commercial scored highest on brand recall: 47% of the children correctly recalled the brand. Both 
advergames and sponsored content induced a correct brand recall of about 40%, which is significantly higher compared to the 
online banner. The results show that correct brand recall is higher when children have a good advertising recognition and a higher 
understanding of advertising. These results imply that a high cognitive advertising literacy may result in more positive (cognitive) 
brand effects. To conclude and whereas results show a low effectiveness of online banners in terms of cognitive ad effects, the 
affective and behavioural effects appear to be higher. An online banner leads to slightly higher pester power compared to TV com-
mercials and sponsored content (this latter is the least effective in terms of pestering parents to buy the product). 

11.2.3.	Product Placement, a problematic format for 
young children

A literature review and experimental research found that young children have a lot of difficulties with recognizing product place-
ment as advertising. In one experiment, results indicated that only 11% of the children recognized the brand placed in the program, 
though children between 10 and 11 years old did score significantly higher than the younger children (7-8 years). In another study, 
it was demonstrated that (8- to 10-year-old) children’s cognitive advertising literacy for brand placement can be triggered, namely 
through disclosures, and most effectively through visual forewarning cues (using a disclosure before the movies or program starts). 
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However, it was also found that the advertising literacy (as activated by these cues) did not mitigate children’s attitude toward 
the placed brand. While this cue-activated advertising literacy had no effect on brand attitude among the most sceptical children, 
it even resulted in more positive brand attitudes among the least sceptical children. This may indicate that children’s knowledge 
about the use of covert marketing tactics is incomplete (and even more so among the less sceptical children), which prevents them 
from forming well-substantiated (moral) evaluations about formats such as brand placement.

11.2.4.	The importance of moral advertising literacy

Almost all experiments indicate that children’s moral (judgments of the advertising fairness) and affective advertising literacy (af-
fective evaluation of the advertising format) is low for the embedded and hybrid advertising formats. Although this may indicate 
that children are not critical towards the different strategies and do not question their use, these facets appear to be important 
moderators in altering advertising effects (see also previous section). Accordingly, our experimental research on advergames and 
product placements show that cognitive advertising literacy (ad recognition and understanding of the persuasive intent) has a 
positive effect on brand attitudes, but only for children who are less critical towards advertising. For children who are more critical 
towards advertising, cognitive advertising literacy can lower their attitude towards the brand placed in the game. In the case of 
product placement, the positive effects of cognitive advertising literacy on brand attitudes just disappeared among children that 
are more sceptical toward the format. 

11.2.5.	  If you didn’t notice, you’re not persuaded?
Furthermore, a qualitative study showed that young children are under the impression that advertising does not affect them when 
they do not consciously notice the brand. This may explain why their judgements of fairness of the embedded and hybrid ad for-
mats are quite positive, as they evaluate these formats primarily on the fact that such formats do not interrupt the media content 
and therefore do not cause irritation. Of course, the empirical studies show persuasion does occur among these children, but im-
plicitly through affect transfer from context to brand, without their conscious awareness. Making them aware of such processes, 
however, children showed the ability (to use their moral advertising literacy) to judge ad formats using covert tactics as unfair or 
manipulative.

11.3.	TEENAGERS ADVERTISING LITERACY
B. Zarouali, M. Walrave, K. Poels & K. Ponnet

For various advertising formats, such as television commercials, advergames and brand integration, the literature indicates that 
one’s advertising literacy increases with age. Therefore, teenagers (12-18 year) have received less scholarly attention because they 
are considered less vulnerable to advertising effects, and thus no priority group for academic exploration. However, this line of 
reasoning does not apply to all new (online) advertising practices.

Already in the mid-nineties, studies demonstrated that even teenagers may have difficulties with understanding traditional adver-
tising. Nowadays, with regards to embedded and hybrid advertising formats (e.g. advergames, product placement, etc.), adoles-
cents have poor knowledge about these persuasive techniques due to inexperience and unfamiliarity. Therefore, it is imperative 
that teenagers are not to be left aside in contemporary marketing research, and more so, be considered a priority group. A very 
interesting research venue to investigate among teenagers is advertising on social networking sites (SNSs). SNSs have witnessed an 
enormous increase in popularity over the past few years, with teenagers being the most active users of these social platforms. On 
SNSs, teenagers are regularly exposed to a particular kind of commercial content that is omnipresent, namely targeted advertising. 
Unfortunately, little empirical efforts have been undertaken so far to investigate this topic, making it an underdeveloped research 
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area. Therefore, it is important to gain a thorough understanding of how teens cope with these targeted persuasion strategies on 
SNSs.

First, a large scale survey study showed that teenagers claim to have a moderate recognition and understanding of advertising. In 
addition, teenagers have a rather negative stance towards advertising, perceive it as an unfair practice and claim to strongly resist 
advertising in the current commercial media environment. Further, the study revealed that approximately 26.9% of the teenagers 
sometimes use ad blockers. However, more than half of the teenagers 56.3% had no idea what ad blockers are. 

Next, an experimental study showed how targeted advertising leads to a higher ad scepticism than non-targeted advertising. In 
turn, this negatively influences the purchase intention of a product. Moreover, teenagers who are more concerned about their 
privacy are also more sceptical towards retargeting. Therefore, it could be advisable to teach adolescents about online privacy risks 
in order to protect their personal information and react more critically to online marketing strategies that use their personal infor-
mation, as does retargeting. Furthermore, results showed that when adolescents were helped by a cue that informs them about 
the persuasion tactic (debriefing text), they reacted more sceptically toward retargeting. This could imply that that adolescents 
are not always consciously aware of retargeted advertising. Based on the latter, it could be interesting to implement an advertising 
cue to notify adolescents that advertising is being shown, which should then activate their critical and sceptical advertising coping 
strategies. 

In a second experimental study, it was investigated how peer communication influences both cognitive advertising literacy and 
attitudes toward social advertising. Specifically, the authors showed that when teenagers are chatting on SNS, they generate 
more positive attitudes towards social advertising, and at the same time, they activate less persuasion knowledge. Moreover, a 
difference was found between chatting with a weak or strong connection: chatting on SNS with a strong tie leads to an even lower 
persuasion knowledge for social ads. In short, this shows that peer influence plays an important explanatory role in adolescents’ 
advertising literacy and attitudes. These findings reveal some important conclusions regarding the social influence dynamics on 
SNS that affects adolescents advertising literacy. More specifically, adolescents are not always aware of the commercial intent of 
social advertising on SNSs (i.e. lower advertising literacy) when they engage in online peer communication, and certainly when 
they chat with a strong tie. 

11.4.	VULNERABLE AUDIENCES AND ADVERTISING 
LITERACY

S. Lissens & J. Bauwens 

In the risk analysis we have argued that little research has been devoted to socio-economic status (SES) when investigating ad-
vertising literacy of minors and virtually no studies have focused on vulnerable children and young people. However, it is not 
unconceivable that household income, parents’ education and occupation, hence consumption opportunities and behaviours in 
general affect minors’ advertising literacy. Indeed, in the larger field of media literacy SES is identified as a major factor influencing 
the possession and access to media technologies and the development of digital skills and literacies. The literature review further 
revealed that when SES-related data is considered, it is most often from an instrumental point of view (e.g., in terms of describing 
the sample). 

To meet these shortcomings an exploratory qualitative study was set up with 59 respondents (pre-adolescents, aged 11-13) from 
schools with a disadvantaged profile, identified by means of aggregate and anonymized SES-characteristics of the school popula-
tion. Specifically, the study focused on the preadolescents’ advertising opinions, experiences and perceptions in order to expose 
issues potentially affecting disadvantaged minors’ advertising literacy. Overall, the pre-adolescents mainly mentioned clearly delin-
eated and overt advertising formats (i.e. advertising in folders, on busses, in shops and on TV). This finding reinforces AdLit’s overall 
plea to put greater efforts in research and education on more covert advertising strategies that young people are dealing with on 
a daily basis. However, the pre-adolescents also showed elaborate reasoning and reflection skills when less noticeable and more 
immersive advertising strategies and formats were brought up by the researcher, such as: premiums, celebrity branding, product 
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placement, advergames, in-game advertising and personalized advertising on social networks. The elaborate, savvy and vivid dis-
cussions provided a clear illustration of the embeddedness of advertising in these young people’s everyday lives. They also exem-
plified how advertising can be a tool for empowerment and emancipation, not only in the way they are processing and interpreting 
advertising, but also in the way they make use of advertising in terms of educational performances. Talking about advertising; 
reciting advertising texts; reasoning what certain advertising strategies aim to do: the pre-adolescents felt particularly confident 
and knowledgeable in a formal school context, which is not self-evident for young people with a disadvantaged background.

Further, the respondents also ascribed a strong informational function to advertising. Although this is generally interpreted as in-
dicating lower levels of advertising literacy, we learned that advertising plays a key role in their everyday consumer opportunities 
and experiences in terms of spending and saving money, with concrete financial implications and outcomes for themselves, their 
parents and their families. Hence, looking out for deals and offers through advertising is closely related to the experienced cost 
of living. Finally, the majority of the pre-adolescents had a migration background, resulting in the consumption of international 
media, TV channels first and foremost, which obviously affects the nature and amount of advertising they are exposed to. For ex-
ample, they mentioned comparative advertising and they had the impression that the TV channels stemming from the country of 
their (parents’) origins broadcast a lot more advertising.

Based on the results, we argue that the following issues might affect disadvantaged minors’ advertising literacy. First, the disadvan-
taged pre-adolescents were elaborate on advertising presented in the public environment and on traditional advertising formats, 
but rarely referred to new media and new advertising formats when not prompted to it. This might imply that these preadolescents 
have a high advertising literacy for traditional advertising, but are less knowledgeable about new advertising formats typically con-
sumed in the home environment. Second, because popular television shows are also consumed via foreign channels they might be 
exposed to other and/or more types of advertising – which might also not be included in Flemish regulation or education. 

To further understand how (much) SES affects advertising literacy and how advertising literacy is developed among vulnerable au-
diences, more systematic research is required to surpass the explorative nature of the current study. When doing so, the complex 
and diversified conceptualization and operationalization of SES should be taken into account. This includes the following: the study 
of parental educational level, parental professional level and household income; indirect questioning by means of job description, 
number of books the family possesses, social geographic information, school indicators, etc.; qualitative and quantitative variation 
in response categories; the challenge of non-stigmatizing phrasing and verbalization in both the communication with the respon-
dents and the reporting on data. 

11.5.	PARENTS’ VIEWS ON ADVERTISING TOWARDS 
CHILDREN 

K. Daems, P. De Pelsmacker, I. Moons, P. De Pauw, L. Hudders, V. Cauberghe, & I. Vanwesenbeeck

Parents play an important role in minor’s consumer socialization. They assist children and young-adolescents gaining consumers 
skills, of which an important part are the advertising literacy skills. Two studies within the AdLit project have paid attention to 
parental views on advertising towards children: one study focusing on parental advertising literacy and mediation towards contem-
porary advertising formats, the other study focusing on parental perception towards advertising.

In the first study, 300 parents from children between 7 and 12 years old participated in a study on parental advertising literacy and 
advertising mediation styles in the context of five advertising formats: TV commercials, product placement, online banners, retar-
geted pre-roll video ads and advergames. This study established that parents are quite aware of the studied advertising formats. 
Advergames are an exception: parents’ ability to recognize this format is lower. Further, parents adopt a critical attitude towards 
advertising in general. However, most parents prefer to avoid advertising completely. While communicating with their children 
about advertising, parents are rather neutral: they are more likely to talk about the selling intent of advertising, rather than telling 
their children that advertising can be ‘bad’. Analysing parental advertising literacy and mediation, it can be considered a good thing 
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that parents indicate to be knowledgeable about most new advertising formats (except advergames). However, they rarely discuss 
the existence or presence of these advertising formats with their children.

The second study, which included 436 parents, used a survey to map parental opinions on the usage of new advertising formats 
targeting minors. Although young children are exposed to many new advertising formats, parents find it appropriate to inform 
minors about the commercial intentions of advertising around 10 years of age. Further, parents argue that children are capable of 
understanding the advertising formats around the age of 12, and thus also find it ethical to use such formats when children are 12 
to 13 years old. 

Studies investigating children’s advertising literacy, however, indicate that children are capable to process advertising and have a 
basic understanding (e.g., understanding selling intent) around the age of 8. The perceptions of parents on children’s capabilities 
are more in line with the literature on children’s advertising literacy in that at the age of 12 children do develop a more elaborate 
advertising literacy level (e.g. understanding persuasive intent). It is, however, very surprising that parents find it least necessary to 
inform children of integrated advertising formats, because all research shows how children are especially struggling with recogniz-
ing such formats as advertising and understanding the implicit mechanism of unconscious persuasion.

11.6.	ADVERTISING PROFESSIONALS  
K. Daems & P. De Pelsmacker

Next to the parents, advertising professionals are an important stakeholder with regard to children and advertising. Our risk anal-
ysis includes one study addressing this stakeholder. A survey (N = 90) and qualitative (in-depth interviews, N = 10) study was used 
to map the perceptions of advertising professionals about the use of new advertising formats aimed at minors. During this study, 
it became clear that, overall, advertising professionals acknowledge that children are a vulnerable group for advertising. Further, 
the  perceptions of advertising professionals about new advertising formats are very similar to those of parents: from the age of 
12-13 years old onwards, advertisers perceive new advertising techniques as ethical to use towards minors; children should be 
made aware of the commercial intentions of advertising from the age of 9 to 10 onwards; they hold the opinion that on average 
children are unable to understand new advertising formats before the age of 12, but should be mature enough to identify and 
understand different advertising at age 12 and older. Online behavioural advertising, location based services and video advertising 
were considered the most difficult advertising formats for children and the least ethical to use. 

11.7.	ADVERTISING LITERACY IN EDUCATIONAL 
PROGRAMMES

B. Adams, T. Schellens & M. Valcke

To instil minors’ advertising literacy, the role of education has been repeatedly stressed in literature. Therefore, we investigated 
how schools help children and teenagers to cope with new advertising formats. By analysing the curriculum, we found that the 
Flemish government did not formulated any curriculum standards for toddlers (<age 6); that two curriculum standards explicitly 
mention advertising in primary education (age 6 to 12); and that advertising literacy is also tackled in secondary education (age 12 
to 18). Regarding to the latter, it is noticeable that references to advertising are mainly integrated into language curriculum stan-
dards (i.e., Dutch language). For both primary and secondary education, advertising literacy is also embedded in cross-curricular 
curriculum standards in a more implicit way. Aside from this, in the Flemish educational landscape, it is also important to take into 
account how the umbrella organizations (i.e. representative associations of school boards differing based on other ideological 
backgrounds) operationalize the generally formulated curriculum standards. In particular for primary education, it was noticeable 
that umbrella organisations aim to pay attention to minors’ adverting literacy throughout the six years, but especially from the 
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second grade (age 8 to 9). This finding is in line with previous research in which is stated that children from the age of eight have a 
more developed understanding of advertising. Additionally, there are primarily references to both traditional advertising formats 
and the cognitive dimension of advertising literacy in curricula for primary and secondary education. The latter is also advocated by 
International scholars who plea for reformulating the focus of advertising literacy education, because of the emphasis on cognitive 
advertising literacy.

Next to the exercises that are, conform the Flemish curriculum, integrated into text- and work-books by educational publishers, 
there are also (inter)national organizations who develop stand-alone educational packages on advertising. An analysis of these 
educational packages (shows, inter alia, that they are mostly (1) providing guidance to teachers, (2) targeting children of primary 
education, and (3) rarely discussing new advertising formats. Moreover, to our knowledge, the effectiveness (i.e. whether educa-
tional materials positively influence minors’ advertising literacy) of these educational packages is not tested until now. Therefore, 
the AdLit project seeks to obtain data which will help to address this research gap. Following the practical research methodology 
design-based research, multiple iterations (i.e. continuous cycles of investigation, development, testing and refinement) will be 
set up to determine the effectiveness of the learning material that we have developed based on suggestions of previous studies. 

11.8.	REGULATION AND SELF-REGULATION 
V. Verdoodt, P. Valcke, E. Lievens & I. Lambrecht

The mapping of European and national legislative and self-regulatory provisions has confirmed that a myriad of obligations are 
imposed on advertisers, first and foremost with regard to the identification of commercial communications, but also with regard 
to the content of the commercial message. However, this does not mean that, automatically, the level of protection and empow-
erment of minors is high. First, both the legislative and self-regulatory principles are often formulated in a general or abstract 
manner (“commercial communications must be recognisable as such”), and guidelines for the implementation in practice thereof 
is often lacking. This leads to a situation where different methods, “labels” or “cues” are used by advertisers, across different 
media channels, which may be confusing for consumers, and especially for children.  Second, certain definitions in legislative or 
self-regulatory instruments are formulated in a manner which leads to uncertainty as to its scope of application for new, digital ad-
vertising formats. Third, although different regulators (both government regulatory bodies, such as the Flemish Media Regulator, 
and self-regulatory bodies, such as the Jury for Ethical Practices in Advertising) are competent to enforce the existing provisions, in 
practice few decisions with regard to commercial communications, minors and new advertising formats have been issued in recent 
years. This provides both advertisers and researchers with little guidance on how the (often general) provisions should be imple-
mented in practice. As indicated above, at the moment, it is unclear which reasons underlie this finding. Possible reasons could 
be a lack of awareness of citizens that complaints with regard to digital advertising formats may be submitted, for instance to the 
JEP; uncertainty for regulators whether specific rules are applicable to new advertising formats; lack of resources of regulators to 
instigate investigations on their own initiative; or compliance by advertisers.  

With regard to advertising formats that collect and process children’s personal data, different legislative obligations and principles 
apply. First, there needs to be a legitimate ground for such processing, this means that there must be consent given, depending 
on the age of the child, by the parents or by both the parents and the child. From 25 May 2018, when the General Data Protection 
Regulation will apply in practice, processing data of children under a certain age (ranging from 13 to 16 years of age, depending on 
the choice made by the Member State in question) will only be possible when verifiable parental consent is obtained. Second, a 
number of principles must be adhered to: for instance, the personal data of children need to be processed fairly and lawfully, the 
data can only be collected for specified, explicit and legitimate purposes and must not further processed in a way incompatible 
with the initially specified purpose(s), and only adequate, relevant and non-excessive data can be collected and/or further pro-
cessed. According to the ICC behavioural advertising should not be aimed at children under 12 years. 

Finally, the application and enforcement of the existing legislative and self-regulatory provisions will always be assessed on a case-
by-case basis: first, it will be determined whether a specific provision is applicable, and second, it will be determined whether the 
commercial message – the content, the identification or other elements – infringes the provision in question. 
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11.9.	RISK ASSESSMENT
When putting together all the results of the different AdLit studies (measurement of minors’ advertising literacy with the analysis 
of the Flemish curriculum and parents’ and ad professionals’ perceptions of advertising), we come to the following conclusion and 
risk assessment. 

Television commercials pose a lower risk for minors as they are clearly distinguished from media content and labelled as commer-
cial content. Moreover, many schools teach children how to cope with these commercials from the age of eight. However, this is 
on an ad hoc basis in different courses and not yet integrated in the end goals. 

The more embedded and hybrid advertising formats pose a greater threat. Not only because schools do not yet teach children 
how to cope with these formats, minors also have less experience with them and they are not clearly indicated as advertising. In 
addition, parents’ knowledge of these embedded formats is rather limited and they rarely discuss these advertising formats with 
their children. Accordingly, we can conclude that the risk assessment for these embedded and hybrid advertising formats is high. 
In particular, we found that while children have a moderate advertising literacy level for banners; the advertising literacy level for 
brand integration, advertiser funded programs, social media advertising and advergaming is rather low, posing a greater risk for 
children and teenagers. 

Not only for traditional television commercials, but also for the embedded and hybrid formats, results reveal that children are 
better able to recognize the ad format and understand its persuasive intent when they grow older. However, this is not the case 
for affective and moral advertising literacy which appeared to be rather low when minors were exposed to specific advertising 
formats. This may pose a risk, especially for teens since parents and advertising professionals think that teenagers from the age of 
12-13 are capable of understanding advertising formats and critically reflecting on them. 

This risk assessment shows the need for initiatives to improve children’s and teenagers’ advertising literacy for new advertising 
formats. AdLit suggests an all-round approach in which minors are stimulated to develop their advertising literacy by their environ-
ment. An all-round approach suggests including minors’ immediate environment (i.e. parents and schools) and their non-imme-
diate environment (i.e. advertising professionals and policy makers). In the risk analysis, we therefore, also took into account the 
perceptions of parents, educators, advertising professionals and policy makers. To conclude this report, we will discuss the future 
policy guidelines.

11.10.	 POLICY GUIDELINES TO EMPOWER MINORS 
TO COPE WITH HYBRID ADVERTISING

The AdLit project aims to empower minors to cope with embedded and hybrid advertising. In particular, children and young-
sters need to develop a high level of advertising literacy as this implies that they recognize and understand advertising, embrace 
a critical and nuanced attitude, are capable of formulating and expressing a (moral) judgment, and activate the knowledge and 
processing skills when needed. Therefore, we formulate different actions that are needed to empower minors. Along this line it is 
important to note that the AdLit project strongly focusses on the effects of advertising format (e.g. difference in advertising literacy 
towards TV advertisement and advergames). However, knowledge on the persuasive tactics used within each of the formats (e.g., 
celebrity endorsement or emotional tactics) is also a crucial part of advertising literacy and future studies should therefore take 
the impact of advertising tactics into account.  

11.10.1.	Development of an Advertising Disclosure

Recognition is a first and indispensable facet in the effective coping with advertising. The risk analysis, however, showed that this 
recognition is difficult for advertising formats that are fully embedded in the media content (e.g., product placement) or inter-
actively engage children with the commercial content (e.g., advergames). Accordingly, AdLit suggests to develop an advertising 
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disclosure that helps minors to recognize advertising. This is particularly important for the integrated and interactive advertising 
formats. 

AdLit will conduct research on how this disclosure should look like (form), when it should be placed (timing) and what the content 
should be. It is important that the meaning of the disclosure is clear for all minors and that the same or a similar disclosure is used 
for all advertising formats targeting children. Next to facilitating ad recognition, this disclosure should help children triggering the 
dispositional advertising literacy. Therefore, in educational packages, the disclosure should be linked to implementation inten-
tions, or if-then rules. This could entail simple rules for the young children and more sophisticated rules for the older ones. These 
rules should help them select the appropriate coping strategy. 

11.10.2.	Increasing general knowledge of advertising 
among minors 

To be able to effectively cope with advertising, it is important that minors develop an extensive dispositional advertising literacy. 
We underline the importance of all aspects of this dispositional advertising literacy: the cognitive, moral and affective sub-di-
mension. One possibility to increase children’s dispositional advertising literacy is through the educational system. Previously, 
education did not pay attention to new advertising media formats. Currently AdLit is developing and testing educational packages, 
for both primary and secondary schools to increase children’s advertising literacy. In the development of educational packages, 
the living environment of children and adolescents will be taken into account. Therefore, other new advertising formats will be 
mentioned in educational packages for primary and secondary education. Whereas especially advertising in games seems to be 
important in learning material for primary education, the focus in secondary education will be on social media advertising.  These 
materials will also support teachers by supplying them with knowledge on how to empower minors. Unlike past educational pro-
grams on advertising literacy, these packages will not only pay attention to the cognitive advertising literacy sub-dimension, but 
also to the affective and moral dimension of advertising literacy. This latter implies that minors learn how advertising affects them 
and how they can regulate these emotions and help them to judge the fairness of advertising techniques. Further, it is crucial to 
train children’s coping skills, by letting them practice. This practice will help them build their dispositional advertising literacy and 
select the right coping tactics when confronted with advertising.   In addition, our research revealed that children are under the 
impression that if they did not see the brand, that they are not influenced by advertising. It is important that they are aware that 
this is not the case. 

However, it is also crucial to target the minors out of this school context and create awareness and knowledge on the topic in a 
playful and fun manner. In this respect, AdLit already developed two serious mini-game platforms to help children and youngsters 
cope with advertising and develop their dispositional advertising literacy. In addition, awareness campaigns will be developed, in 
cooperation with vloggers to raise awareness on advertising literacy among children and youngsters.  

11.10.3.	Increasing parent’s advertising literacy and 
their parental mediation

Our findings suggest that parents are knowledgeable about most new advertising formats. However, they indicate that their knowl-
edge of advergames is rather low. Currently only the advertising literacy of parents of children younger than 12 years old was 
examined. Hence, further AdLit research should examine the level of advertising literacy of parents of youngsters. They are more 
exposed to social media advertising and behavioural targeting giving their more extensive online media consumption. In general, 
AdLit aims to increase the level of advertising literacy of parents. In addition, increasing the awareness of the importance of ad-
vertising literacy and its different dimensions will be crucial to stimulate parents to talk about advertising in general and the specif-
ic advertising formats with their children. This type of active parental mediation will increase the role of the parents as socialization 
agents to educate their children to become critical consumers. 



123www.AdLit.be Risk Analysis - Chapter XI

The results of the AdLit studies show however, that parents are not always that critical towards advertising themselves. They main-
ly try to avoid advertising, or emphases the negative aspects of advertising without explaining the underlying intentions, or the 
persuasive strategies used when discussing it with their children. Therefore, the AdLit researchers need to stress the importance of 
parental mediation. By developing specific guidelines parents might be stimulated to discuss advertising strategies more in depth, 
focusing on the different dimensions of advertising literacy (cognitive, affective and moral). In addition, they need to be triggered 
to talk about the new, integrated advertising formats. 

AdLit is currently using a series of serious games which parents can play together with their children, and stimulate both parental 
advertising literacy as their children’s advertising literacy. The launch of these serious games was supported by a series of infor-
mation flyers explaining new advertising formats and tips and tricks for parents on how to discuss advertising with their children. 
Both games as flyers are being distributed to parents and children by stakeholders linked to the AdLit project. Further initiatives 
will be developed to educate parents about the importance of advertising literacy and increase their advertising literacy level. 
Awareness campaigns will motivate parents to take up their role as consumer socialization agents. Further, they need information 
about potential complain procedures and how they should start such procedure and which organization is responsible for the 
follow-up on this. 

11.10.4.	Increasing awareness among advertising 
professionals

Compared to adults, children are less skilled to judge the fairness of advertising (i.e. moral advertising literacy). Therefore, we want 
to make a plea for “ethical and transparent advertising” instead of covert marketing techniques. Advertising professionals do 
not act as socialization agents and are not a part of the children’s immediate environment. Nevertheless, they are responsible for 
which advertising information reaches the children and how this information is distributed. If advertisers use advertising formats 
that are more clearly understandable for children, then children will be more capable to make informed consumers decisions. 

In addition, the mapping of the legal framework showed that there is legislation at different levels (European, Federal, Regional, 
etc.) related to embedded and hybrid advertising targeting minors. For advertising professionals, it is difficult to see the forest 
for the trees. It is therefore, important to give them a clear overview of the legal and self-regulatory framework. AdLit already 
developed a short one-pager with an overview of the most important laws in this context. However, there is a need for a legal 
vademecum that bundles all the guidelines. 

11.10.5.	Policy makers

As mentioned, policy makers and regulatory bodies have issued different sets of rules  with regard to commercial communication 
aimed at minors. However, this does not automatically lead to a high level of protection and empowerment of minors. 

First of all, more awareness is needed among citizens regarding the available complaint mechanisms. Policy makers and regulatory 
bodies should provide citizens with clear and accessible information on how to file complaints against unlawful digital advertising 
formats. Second, a better coordination between existing regulatory bodies, i.e. the Jury for Ethical Practices in Advertising, the 
Flemish Media Regulator and even the Privacy Commission (for instance in relation to behavioural advertising) is needed. Through 
improved dialogue and joint consultations, more concrete guidelines and common recommendations on the implementation of 
the often general or abstract principles of the regulatory framework and their application to new advertising formats could be 
developed. Finally, more empirical research on the effect of advertising cues on minors is needed before such a measure could be 
embedded into the legal or self- and co-regulatory framework on commercial communication. 

. 
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In conclusion
To empower children, teenagers and vulnerable audiences, both the imme-
diate surrounding (parents and children) and non-immediate surroundings 
(policy makers and advertising professionals) should take action to increase 
minor’s advertising literacy towards new media formats. The following two 
years, AdLit will work on initiatives involving not only children, teenagers and 
vulnerable minors, but also parents, advertising professionals, educational 
professionals, policy makers and all other stakeholders able to empower chil-
dren’s advertising literacy. 
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