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Advertisers’ perceptions regarding the ethical appropriateness of new advertising 

formats aimed at minors.  

 

Abstract 

Although they are key stakeholders, advertisers’ views on the usage of novel 

(integrated and/or interactive) advertising towards minors has remained largely 

unexplored in academic research. This study aims to fill this gap by examining 

advertising professionals’ opinions about the ethical appropriateness of using 

novel advertising formats aimed at children and teenagers, how to advance 

advertising literacy in minors, and their views of practices that are potentially 

privacy-invading, by means of both a quantitative online survey and qualitative 

in-depth interviews with Belgian advertising professionals. Results show that 

advertisers perceive that from 12 years onwards, minors are capable to 

understand novel advertising formats and it is ethically justified to use them. 

Remarkably, advertisers would inform minors already from the age of 10 years 

onwards about the commercial intention behind new advertising formats. 

Advertisers have strict opinions about collecting information online from 

minors. They advocate a combination of laws and self-regulation and 

governmental and educational campaigns to raise awareness and develop 

advertising literacy. 

 

Keywords: advertising professionals; children; ethical appropriateness; novel 

advertising formats; teenagers; (self-)regulation 
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Introduction 

In the advertising world, (self-)regulation, guidelines and codes exist with respect to 

advertising aimed at minors. Examples of self-regulation initiatives are the ICC code of 

Advertising and Marketing Communication practice, the EU Pledge, and the CARU 

guidelines (EU Pledge 2017; ICC 2017; The Childrens' Advertising Review Unit 2009). 

However, despite these initiatives to protect minors against potentially misleading and 

deceptive advertising, there still exists a lack of regulation on novel (online) integrated and/or 

interactive advertising formats (Calvert 2008; Füg 2008; TaylorWessing 2013). Additionally, 

online advertising practices are often used to collect and use personal data (Bright and 

Daugherty 2012; McStay 2012; Terlutter and Capella 2013), and are therefore potentially 

privacy-invading.  

Consequently, the use of novel advertising formats raises questions about their ethical 

appropriateness, and about how advertising literacy should be improved, especially with 

children and teenagers (Eagle and Dahl 2015; Moses and Baldwin 2005; Nebenzhal and Jaffe 

1998). Research on new advertising formats aimed at children and teenagers from an 

advertiser perspective is lacking. Moreover, advertising professionals’ view on advertising 

aimed at minors has received scant attention in academic literature and is limited to traditional 

advertising. (Clarke and Gardner 2005; Geraci 2004; Gray 2005; Grimm 2004; Martínez 

2016). 

The present study contributes to developing insights into how Belgian advertising 

professionals perceive several aspects of the ethical ramifications of using novel advertising 

formats to target children and teenagers. The study can inform the advertising profession and 

public policy about these perceptions and be a starting point to influence or change them. 
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Children’s and teenagers’ understanding of advertising 

From an early age onwards, children are confronted with advertising practices, whilst a 

majority of them is unconscious about the commercial and persuasive intent behind them 

(Crane and Kazmi 2010). In order to be able to cope in a correct way with promotional 

efforts, the development of advertising literacy is of crucial importance. Advertising literacy 

is the knowledge about advertising, the ability to recognize advertising techniques, and the 

capability to understand the persuasive intentions behind them (John 1999; Rozendaal, 

Buijzen, and Valkenburg 2011). Identifying and understanding advertising depends on the 

ability to distinguish advertising from program- or entertainment context (Moses and Baldwin 

2005). The ability to do so depends on factors such as the subtlety of the persuasive message, 

the similarity between the commercial and entertaining message and the presence of a cue or 

separator to announce the advertising message (Shiying et al. 2014).  

The Persuasion Knowledge Model (PKM) (Friestad and Wright 1994) describes how 

people identify and process advertising and which knowledge and experience an individual 

needs to cope with persuasive attempts: topic knowledge (knowledge about the topic of the 

message, e.g. product), agent knowledge (knowledge about the advertiser behind the 

persuasive attempt) and persuasion knowledge (knowledge about advertising formats and 

persuasive tactics) (Wright, Friestad, and Boush 2005). The cognitive skills and experience to 

acquire this knowledge develop through childhood and adolescence (John 1999; Moses and 

Baldwin 2005; Wright, Friestad, and Boush 2005). Compared to adults, children and 

teenagers have limited cognitive skills, less advertising experience and less developed 

advertising knowledge. This makes them less able to process advertising in a conscious 

manner and more vulnerable for and at a greater risk of being misled by persuasive 

communication (Kunkel et al. 2004; Moses and Baldwin 2005; Rozendaal, Buijzen, and 

Valkenburg 2010). As a consequence, it is more difficult for minors to recognize and 
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understand different advertising formats and advertisers’ intentions and activate their 

persuasion knowledge and advertising literacy (John 1999; Kunkel et al. 2004; Terlutter and 

Capella 2013). According to John (1999) consumer socialization of children is a sequence of 

three different stages (perceptual, analytical and reflective) through which children develop 

from preschool (3 years old) until adolescence (16 years old). From the analytical stage (7-11 

years) onwards children are able to analyze stimuli (e.g. an advertisement) on multiple 

dimensions. Only from the reflective stage (11-17 years) onwards children or teenagers have 

the ability to fully understand advertising and advertisers’ persuasive attempts as their social 

and information processing skills are further developed.  

Changing advertising practices 

Nowadays, children and teenagers grow up in a – predominantly online - media environment 

(websites, social media, games, mobile platforms, etc.) in which they encounter new 

integrated and/or interactive advertising formats on a regular basis (Blades et al. 2014; Bucy, 

Kim, and Park 2011; Rideout 2014). In integrated formats, the lines between advertising and 

other informative or entertaining media content have become increasingly blurred (Blades et 

al. 2014; Kunkel et al. 2004; Moore 2004; Terlutter and Capella 2013). An example of this 

integration in traditional media is brand placement, the paid inclusion of brand identifiers in 

media content (television programs, movies) (Gupta and Lord 1998; Karrh 1998).  

Besides, novel advertising formats persuade children and teenagers in an implicit 

manner by means of subtle affective associations (Nairn and Fine 2008). Interactive 

advertising formats give the receivers the opportunity to interact with the message and are 

often perceived as fun and enjoyable (Hudders, Cauberghe, and Panic 2016; Mallinckrodt and 

Mizerski 2007) Advergames are a typical example of online, interactive advertising formats 

aimed at children and teenagers. Advergames embed specific brand or product related items 

(e.g. logos, brand names, brand mascots) in a game (Mallinckrodt and Mizerski 2007). This 
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can lead to a circumventing of minor’s persuasion knowledge activation (Owen et al. 2013; 

Panic, Cauberghe, and De Pelsmacker 2013). In a highly entertaining environment especially 

children may not be able to identify the commercial intention and lack the ability to activate 

and retrieve their persuasion knowledge (Waiguny, Nelson, and Terlutter 2012). It is harder to 

identify these (online) advertising formats as advertising and more difficult to understand 

their persuasive intent than it is for prominent (online) formats such as banner ads (Tutaj and 

van Reijmersdal 2012).  

Online (integrated) advertising practices are also often used to collect personal data 

(Bright and Daugherty 2012; McStay 2012; Terlutter and Capella 2013) and are therefore 

liable to practices that are privacy-invading and that inappropriately use personal data the 

media user is not always aware of, for instance, by having minors first subscribe to a 

newsletter or submit personal information before they can participate in a contest or play a 

game. Here again, based on children’s limited cognitive skills, it can be expected that children 

are less likely than adults to take the privacy risks involved into account (Steeves 2006).   

Using integrated and/or interactive advertising formats, is often considered as 

inherently unethical, since they may hamper the activation of persuasion knowledge (Nairn 

and Fine 2008; Owen et al. 2013), and raise questions about when and how they can be used, 

and how advertising literacy should be improved (Eagle and Dahl 2015; Nebenzhal and Jaffe 

1998; Palmer 2005). This is especially relevant when these formats are targeted at minors. 

John’s analysis about minors’ advertising literacy dates back to 1999 and the Persuasion 

Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright 1994) was developed based on insights from 

traditional advertising (Rozendaal, Buijzen, and Valkenburg (2010). However, current 

advertising is no longer dominated by traditional mass media advertising, but by integrated 

and interactive advertising formats (Kunkel et al. 2004). Consequently, recognizing 

commercial messages as advertising, understanding the commercial and persuasive intention 
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behind integrated and online advertising, and the activation of persuasion knowledge is even 

more challenging for children and teenagers than before (Moses and Baldwin 2005). As a 

result, there may be an increased need to protect them and educate them about advertising to 

develop their advertising literacy (Crane and Kazmi 2010).  

Existing (self-)regulation and guidelines 

Both governmental institutions and the advertising industry have formulated principles 

regarding advertising aimed at minors. The ICC Code provides guidelines about ethical and 

responsible advertising directed at children for self-regulated organizations (ICC 2017). The 

Children’s Advertising Review Unit is a self-regulated initiative in the United States which 

implies standards (CARU guidelines) regarding the ethicality of advertising aimed at children 

(Ji and Laczniak 2007; The Childrens' Advertising Review Unit 2009). In Belgium, the 

Belgian Pledge (derived from a similar initiative at European level, the EU Pledge) is a 

voluntary, joint initiative between the Union of Belgian Advertisers (UBA), FEVIA 

(Federation of food industry in Belgium) and COMEOS (representative for Belgian 

commerce and services) in which their members commit to not target advertising towards 

children under the age of twelve for food and beverages which do not meet the nutritional 

standards (so called HFSS products) or not to target products at children under the age of 12, 

regardless of the product (The Belgian Pledge 2017). In June 2017 the Belgian Pledge was 

updated and additional integrated and interactive (online) media channels (beyond television 

and print advertising) were add to the range of the Belgian Pledge (FEVIA 2017). 

However, despite the existing (self-)regulation, codes and guidelines, there still is a 

lack of regulation on novel, integrated and/or interactive advertising formats (Calvert 2008; 

Füg 2008; TaylorWessing 2013). The specific characteristics of these formats warrant up-to-

date legislation and/or self-regulation. Advertising professionals are key stakeholders in this 

debate. Their fundamental understanding of the ethical ramifications of the use of novel 
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advertising formats towards minors and their willingness to take them into account in 

developing advertising campaigns is crucial. 

Advertising professionals’ opinions regarding advertising aimed at minors: 

research questions 

Advertising professionals’ view on the ethical acceptability of advertising and advertising 

formats has received scant attention in academic research. Apart from Harris Interactive’s 

study (Geraci 2004; Grimm 2004) and Martínez (2016) study, to the best of our knowledge, 

there are no published studies on advertisers’ opinions regarding advertising practices aimed 

at children and teenagers, let alone their view with respect to new advertising formats. 

However, advertising professionals are the main decision makers with respect to the target 

groups, formats and stimuli used in their campaigns. Besides commercial concerns, one might 

expect that ethical considerations also play a role in these decisions. Consequently, 

developing insights into advertising professionals’ opinions about the ethical appropriateness 

of novel advertising formats aimed at children and teenagers, how minors should be informed 

and how their advertising literacy should be improved, and how they could be protected by 

(self-)regulation, is important. The current study aims at exploring the practice and perception 

of advertising professionals regarding these issues, and aims to answer the following research 

questions: 

 

1. Which new advertising formats are mostly used towards children and teenagers? 

2. 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 new advertising formats ethically acceptable,  

c) should minors be made aware of the commercial intent of these marketing communication 

techniques? 
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3. What are the characteristics of an ethical data collection and data protection policy aimed 

at minors? 

4. How should advertising towards children and teenagers be regulated and how should 

advertising literacy be developed?  

Method 

The study uses a mixed method approach by means of both a quantitative online survey and 

follow-up qualitative interviews.  

Online survey 

Research population and sample 

The research population is staff of Belgian advertisers and Belgian advertising agencies. The 

sampling frames for the online survey were the membership list of the UBA (Union of 

Belgian Advertisers) and a list of employees of advertising agencies retrieved from the 

website of the ACC (Association of Communication Companies). In total, 2,614 advertisers 

from 245 different companies and 160 advertising professionals working in 79 advertising 

agencies were invited by email to participate to an online survey. The survey consisted of 

forced response questions (except for the question were the respondents could leave their 

email address to participate in the follow-up study). As a result the respondents could not skip 

questions they did not wanted to answer. However, the respondents could stop and leave the 

survey any time. Each respondent received the questions of the survey in the same order. Only 

the order of the vignettes was randomized across respondents. As a results the questions at the 

beginning of the survey were answered by more respondents compared to questions at the end 

of the survey. One hundred and sixty one respondents started the survey. Seventy-one of them 

only partially completed it, because they dropped out after the introductory questions (44), 

after the vignettes (18), or after part of the last sections (9) of the questionnaire. Ninety 
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respondents completed the full survey. The analyses were carried out on the number of 

respondents who answered the question analyzed.  

Questionnaire and measures  

In the current study a minor is defined as an individual between six and eighteen years old. 

This group is divided into two subgroups, namely children (between six and twelve years old) 

and teenagers (between thirteen and eighteen years old).  

After a number of introductory questions, nine vignettes were presented in randomized order. 

Vignettes are descriptions of concrete situations or scenarios presented to the respondents to 

reflect upon or give their opinion about (Mortelmans 2007). The nine vignettes describe new 

integrated and/or interactive advertising formats used to target minors in both offline and 

online environments without mentioning the specific name or advertising format they refer to: 

product placement on television (PP), in-game advertising (IGA), advergames, applications, 

video advertising, merchandising, online behavioral advertising (OBA), search engine 

marketing (SEM) and location based services (LBS). These advertising formats are prominent 

examples of novel advertising formats. They were most often mentioned in exploratory 

interviews with advertisers and advertising agencies as formats that are used towards minors. 

Merchandising is the only traditional advertising format and was chosen because it was often 

mentioned as a very prominent technique when targeting children. The vignettes can be found 

in Appendix 1. 117 respondents answered all three questions for each of the nine vignettes.  

 

By means of a slider ranging from 6 to 18 years old, for each vignette the respondents 

answered two questions:  

1) from which age onwards are minors capable of understanding the persuasive nature 

of the advertising technique described in the vignette?  

2) from which age onwards is the type of advertising ethically acceptable to use?  
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If respondents held the opinion that minors were not capable of understanding the advertising 

format, or that the usage of an advertising format was not ethically acceptable towards 

minors, they could indicate this answer option and they did not have to indicate an age on the 

slider. Only when a respondent indicated an age to the second question, they had to answer a 

third question:  

3) from which age onwards minors need to be notified about the commercial intent of the 

advertising format described in the vignette?  

 

For this question, they could also indicate that minors do not have to be warned about the 

commercial intent of the advertising format, and thus they did not have to indicate an age. 

These questions were based on the Harris Interactive study (Geraci 2004; Grimm 2004).  

 

In the second section, respondents were asked how advertising to minors should be regulated, 

and through which organizations (governmental or educational) advertising literacy in minors 

should be improved. 99 respondents answered the questions in this survey block. The 

following five questions were presented (five-point Likert scale ranging from totally disagree 

to totally agree):  

 Commercial communication with regard to children/teenagers should be regulated…: 

o …exclusively through self-regulation 

o …exclusively through legislation 

o …through a combination of legislation and self-regulation 

 The government should strive for awareness building in order to promote advertising 

literacy amongst children/teenagers,  
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 The educational system has a duty to promote advertising literacy amongst 

children/teenagers.  

 

In the third section, respondents were asked about the verification rules in ethical minors’ 

protection (yes/no answer option) (97 respondents answered this question):  

 A proper data-protection policy on a social media platform that is accessible to 

children/ teenagers…  

o provides verification of the ages of children.  

o allows verification of the status of the parent or legal guardian.  

o provides clear information concerning the use of cookies and the possibility of 

disabling them.  

Respondent’s opinion about the usage of advertising formats to collect personal data was 

asked by means of four questions (5-point Likert scale ranging from totally disagree to totally 

agree) (95 respondents answered these questions):  

 Children/teenagers should not be allowed to register with a brand website or mobile 

platform without permission from a parent or legal guardian,  

 The collection of personal information from children/teenagers should be prohibited, 

 Personal information from children/teenagers should not be collected, processed or 

used without permission from their parents or legal guardians,  

 It is important for parents or legal guardians to be notified of the processing of 

personal information from their children /teenagers.  

 

Additionally, two questions were asked concerning collection of personal data from minors 

(95 respondents answered these questions):  

 The collection of personal information from children/teenagers… 
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o is an ethically acceptable strategy. 

o is a strategy for which it is important to receive permission from parents or legal 

guardians. 

The questions concerning privacy policy, data collection and protection were based on a 

report from the Federal Trade Commission (2012) and on the rules about (verifiable) parental 

consent and online privacy from the U.S.’ COPPA (Children's Online Privacy Protection Act 

1998).  

The fourth section of the survey asked advertisers who target minors which forms of 

advertising they use towards children and/or teenagers. Respondents had to answer these 

questions only for the target group (children and/or teenagers) towards whom they target 

advertising. 94 respondents answered this question. 

The survey ended with demographic questions: the industry of the company the respondent 

works in, in which department the respondent works, level of education, age and gender. If 

respondents were willing to participate in a follow-up in-depth interview they could leave 

their email address.  

Qualitative follow-up study 

As a follow-up to the survey, 10 semi-structured in-depth interviews with advertising 

professionals were held (hereafter referred to as ‘the interviewees’). Of these 10 interviewees, 

three were advertisers out of a list of 23 who completed the survey and were willing to 

participate in a follow-up interview. The other seven interviewees did not participate in the 

survey. The latter were selected from a list obtained from the Belgian Union of Advertisers 

with 27 companies that advertise to either children or teenagers. The interviews took place in 

a face-to-face setting and took about 45 minutes to one hour. The purpose of this qualitative 

follow-up study was to corroborate, nuance, interpret and enrich the insights from the survey. 

The interviews covered the same topics as the survey. For each topic, the interviewees were 
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asked to voice their opinion, were confronted with the results from the survey, and were 

probed to comment on them and to explain their agreement and/or nuances. The mix of both 

interviewees that did participate in the survey and those that did not participate in the survey 

was useful to have the interviewees reflected upon their own perceptions if they participated 

in the survey, or to have the interviewees reflect upon the perceptions of other advertisers if 

they did not participated in the survey. All interviews were recorded and transcribed 

afterwards to facilitate the analysis with the NVivo software program. 

 

Results 

The results from both the quantitative and qualitative study are reported together for each 

research question.  

Sample characteristics 

One hundred and sixty one respondents started the survey and 90 respondents (85 advertising 

professionals and 5 advertising agency professionals, 54 females, Mage=41.5, 70 respondents 

educated at master’s level) fully completed it. Both groups were taken together in the 

analysis. The financial industry (14.13%), the food industry (11.96%) and government 

(11.96%) are most represented. Most advertisers work in a marketing (50%) or a 

communication department (30.2%). The five participating advertising agency professionals 

work for more than ten industries.  

 

Advertising formats used towards minors 

The majority (61.7%) of the respondents only target adults (older than 18 years). 38.8% (36) 

professionals work for a company that advertises to minors. Six of these 36 advertising 

professionals only target children and twelve of them only advertise to teenagers. Half of the 
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advertisers who target minors (18) focus on both children and teenagers. So, overall, 24 target 

children and 30 advertise to teenagers. The advertising formats used by advertisers who target 

children or teenagers are given in absolute numbers in Figure 1.  

(Figure 1) 

 

The most often used advertising formats towards children are contests, branded websites, 

premiums (a gift in exchange for the purchase of the product (Rideout 2014)) and 

advergames. Contests, banners and branded websites are the most often used advertising 

formats towards teenagers. Online behavioral advertising and location-based services are the 

least used advertising formats towards both children and teenagers.  

 

Vignettes 

The results for the responses to the vignettes are divided into three sections: the understanding 

of advertising formats, ethical acceptability of advertising formats, and the need to inform 

minors about the commercial intentions of advertising formats. For each section, by means of 

independent sample t-tests, it was analyzed whether significant differences exist between the 

opinion of advertisers who target children and/or teenagers and advertisers who only target 

adults.   

Understanding advertising formats 

 

According to the respondents, the average age at which minors can understand the different 

advertising formats is around 12-13 years (Table 1). Compared to the other formats, the 

average age for location-based services, product placement and video advertising is slightly 

higher (13-14 years), with video advertising being the format with the highest average age 
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indicated. The last column of the table indicates that in-game advertising, product placement 

and especially video advertising are considered the most difficult formats to understand since 

for these formats it was indicated most often that minors are not able to understand them. For 

none of the nine vignettes an acceptable age under 12 years was reported.  

 

(Table 1) 

 

Almost all interviewees agree that 12 years as an average age to understand these different 

advertising formats is plausible. The interviewees refer to research that takes 12 years as a 

threshold for advertising regulations (World Federation of Advertisers 2007) (quote 1).  

 

Quote 1: 

In our company we adhere to the principle that we do not advertise towards children 

below the age of 12. There are good reasons for making this distinction. Academic 

research shows that children from the age of 12 onwards can interpret and judge 

advertising. 

 

Table 2 shows that for merchandising, applications and online behavioral advertising, 

significant differences between respondents who advertise towards minors and advertisers 

who only advertise towards adults were found. Advertisers who also target minors hold the 

opinion that, on average, minors can understand merchandising, application and online 

behavioral advertising from an earlier age onwards (12 years), compared to advertisers who 

only target adults (13 years).  

 

(Table 2) 
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Ethical acceptability of advertising formats 

On average, advertising formats are perceived as ethical when targeted at minors from the age 

of 12-13 years onwards (Table 3). Online behavioral advertising, location-based services and 

applications are perceived as ethically acceptable to use towards minors from an older age 

onwards (13-14 years). The majority of the interviewees agrees with this opinion. These 

opinions correspond with the overall perception of advertising professionals that advertising 

aimed at teenagers is not a problem, whereas it is with children. The results are also in 

correspondence with ‘The Belgian Pledge’ and the ‘CARU guidelines’ (Ji and Laczniak 2007; 

The Belgian Pledge 2017; The Childrens' Advertising Review Unit 2009). 

Significant differences in the opinions of advertisers who only target adults and those who  

target minors were only found for applications. The average age whereupon applications are 

considered as being ethically acceptable to use towards minors by advertisers who target 

towards minors is 12-13 years. Advertisers who only target adults indicate a significantly 

older average age, namely 14 years.  

(Table 3) 

Informing minors about the commercial intent of advertising formats 

The average age from which minors should be informed about the commercial intent of 

advertising formats indicated is around 9-10 years (Table 4). The age is lower than the 

average age of 12 years to understand different advertising formats and to use the different 

formats in an ethical way. Some advertisers indicate that it is not necessary to inform minors 

about the commercial intent of advertising. This is especially the case for in-game advertising, 

advergames, video advertising and product placement.  

 

(Table 4) 
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Some interviewees would not inform children early on, whereas others hold the opinion that 

children have to be informed from an even earlier age onwards (e.g. 6 years). Quotes 2 and 3 

illustrate these mixed opinions. 

Quote 2: 

The ages indicated are quite old. I personally think that children can be gradually 

informed from an earlier age on, let’s say six years. The explanation given to a 6-year 

old cannot be the same as the one given to a 9-year old or 12-year old child. (…) I 

think there are sufficient courses to integrate advertising education in school. 

Especially since advertising has become more complex. Additionally, parents do not 

always understand these advertising types themselves. 

 

Quote 3: 

It is important to take into account the ability of children to understand the different 

advertising formats before informing them about it. Otherwise, it would work 

contradictory. I would say up to eight years old it has to be the parent who explains 

advertising formats 

 

Compared to advertisers who only target advertising towards adults, advertisers who target 

minors hold the opinion that, on average, it is desirable to inform minors about the 

commercial content from a younger age onwards. This is especially the case for novel, 

integrated advertising formats which are more difficult to recognize (product placement, in-

game advertising and video advertising) (Table 5).   

 

(Table 5) 

Ethical data collection and data protection policy  
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According to the vast majority of the respondents, a proper data collection and protection 

policy should provide verification of the age of the children (93.8%) or teenagers (88.7%), 

allow verification of the status of the children’s (80.4%) or teenagers’ (71.1%) parents or 

legal guardians, and should provide clear information concerning the use of cookies and the 

possibility of disabling them to children (97.9%) and teenagers (95.9%). A substantial 

majority of the respondents (79%) agrees that the collection of personal information of 

children should be prohibited. Half of the advertisers (56.8%) agrees with this statement if 

teenagers are concerned. One in four (25.2%) disagrees if teenagers are the target group and 

10.5% disagrees if children are the target group. If children (teenagers) are considered as a 

target group 71.5% (55.8%) agrees and 18.9% (25.3%) disagrees.   

 

A majority (74.7%) of the advertisers agrees that children should not be allowed to register on 

brand websites or mobile platforms without permission of their parents or legal guardians 

(11.6% disagrees). If teenagers are considered as a target group the results are mixed (41.1% 

disagrees and 33.7% agrees). Advertisers think that it is important to notify parents or legal 

guardians if personal information from their children (87.4%) and teenagers (76.8%) is 

processed. If children are a target group, collection of personal data is perceived as unethical 

by a majority of the advertising professionals (84.2%). The results for teenagers are mixed 

(42.1% agrees, 57.9% disagrees). The majority of advertisers agrees with the statement that 

parents should give their permission for the data collection of their children (89.5%) and 

teenagers (78.9%).  

Regulation and awareness building 

The vast majority of advertising professionals do not agree with the statement that advertising 

towards children (76.7%) and teenagers (69.7%) should be regulated exclusively by means of 

self-regulation, or exclusively by means of legislation (children:62.6%; teenagers: 69.7%). 
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The majority of the advertising professionals agrees that advertising towards minors should be 

regulated by a combination of self-regulation and legislation for both children (77.8%) and 

teenagers (72.7%). The opinions of the interviewees with respect to the regulation of 

commercial communication towards minors are mixed. Quotes 4 and 5 illustrate both 

opinions.  

 

Quote 4: 

With self-regulation you have certain mechanisms at work which work good. I think 

this type of regulation is the most efficient one. It is impossible to have all rules made 

by the legislator. In my opinion you have a stronger case if companies are willing to 

impose certain restrictions upon themselves and have these restrictions monitored by 

an independent institution. Regulation exclusively through legislation requires that the 

government has to invest in monitoring, because making laws without any type of 

monitoring does not makes sense. Therefore I think it is much more efficient to work 

with self-regulation. This requires a certain level of governmental confidence in 

companies. I do think however that companies take their responsibility seriously. 

 

Quote 5:  

‘Legislation should set certain rules, and self-regulation can go further. Regulation 

exclusively through self-regulation, especially if it is not monitored, does not make a 

lot of sense.’  

 

Most advertisers agree with the statement that the government should strive for awareness 

building to promote advertising literacy amongst children and teenagers (both 66.7%) as with 

the statement that it is the educational system’s duty to promote advertising literacy amongst 

children (76.8 %) and teenagers (73.8%). 
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Discussion  

Main findings 

In general, all advertising professionals acknowledge that children are a vulnerable 

advertising target group. Teenagers are considered to be mature enough to identify advertising 

and to understand the commercial intention behind advertising formats. This finding is in line 

with John (1999) who noted that from the analytical stage in consumer socialization onwards 

(age 11-12), teenagers have the skills to identify and understand traditional advertising. 

Protecting minors from persuasive communication is therefore more important for children 

(6-12 years) than for teenagers (Eagle, Bulmer, and De Bruin 2003). The results from the 

current study show that advertising professionals hold more or less the same perception for 

integrated and interactive advertising formats as for traditional ones. This is remarkable since 

their characteristics make it harder to identify them as advertising and recognize their 

persuasive intent. 

Contests, brand websites and premium offers are the most often used advertising formats 

towards children. Contests, banners and branded websites are used mostly towards teenagers.  

Advertisers consider minors capable of understanding novel advertising formats on average 

from 12 years onwards. In the study of Harris Interactive (Geraci 2004; Grimm 2004) the 

average age whereupon minors were considered to view advertising critically was nine years. 

However, this study does not provide a clear definition of which type of advertising was 

studied. Martínez (2016) found that advertisers perceive children capable of identifying and 

understanding the intent of advertising at ten to twelve years of age.  

Novel advertising formats are considered ethically acceptable to use towards minors from the 

age of 12-13 years onwards. These results are substantially different from Harris Interactive’s 

study (Geraci 2004; Grimm 2004) in which marketers state that it is appropriate to target 

advertising to children at age seven. Advertising professionals in our study indicate that the 
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average age to inform minors about the commercial intentions of novel advertising formats 

age is around 9-10 years. This is remarkable since the average age whereupon advertising is 

considered as ethical as well as the age whereupon minors are considered to be capable to 

understand the different advertising formats is 12-13 years. It appears that advertisers would 

inform minors about advertising even before they consider minors to be able to understand 

how novel advertising formats work. This is somewhat counterintuitive, since one would 

expect that it is only meaningful to inform or explain something to an individual, when this 

individual can comprehend what is explained. In the current study, formats for which it was 

indicated that it is not necessary to inform minors about the commercial intention are in-game 

advertising, advergames and video advertising. These results are also remarkable because 

these advertising formats are characterized by their integrated nature, which makes it more 

difficult to recognize these formats as advertising. One would expect that especially for these 

integrated, implicit advertising formats it is necessary to disclose the commercial intent to 

minors.  

The majority of the advertisers agrees that a proper policy should provide a verification of the 

ages of children, allows verification of the status of the parent or legal guardian and provides 

clear information concerning the use of cookies and the possibility of disabling them. 

According to the majority of advertising professionals, parents should give their permission 

for the data collection of both their children and teenagers.  

A combination of both legislation and self-regulation to regulate advertising aimed at minors 

is preferred by the respondents, and governments and schools have a responsibility to make 

children advertising literate.  

 

Theoretical implications 
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The results of our study show that advertisers’ perceptions are still based on old theories about 

the different stages of consumer socialization in childhood (John 1999) and models about 

children’s cognitive development (e.g. the Persuasion Knowledge Model (Friestad and Wright 

1994) and that they still adhere to the principles in these models and theories that are based on 

traditional media. However, contemporary advertising formats as the ones explored in the 

current study differ from these traditional media because of their integrated and/or interactive 

characteristics. However, these characteristics of novel advertising formats do not seem to be 

taken into account when it comes to the usage and ethical acceptability of these formats when 

targeted at children and teenagers. As such, traditional models still function as standards for 

today’s advertisers’ perceptions, despite the fact that the way minors encounter advertising 

has changed a lot over the last decades and it is questionable whether these theories and 

models still apply to the use of contemporary advertising formats.  

It appears that advertisers are satisfied with just complying with the existing ethical guidelines 

and rules (e.g. it is allowed to advertise to children from the age of 12 onwards) and that they 

are not questioning whether they should take the lead themselves in updating the ethical 

guidelines or apply stricter ones. As such they apply the ‘ethics code’ view in ethical decision 

making: they adhere to the law and to standards in ethical guidelines (De Pelsmacker, Geuens, 

and Van den Bergh 2017; Pickton and Broderick 2005). Nevertheless, given the vulnerability 

of minors, adhering to the ‘consumer sovereignty’ principle (taking the vulnerability, decision 

making process and the available information to the consumer into account) or to the ‘caveat 

venditor’ principle (doing everything in the best interest of the consumers) might be more 

appropriate.  

Moreover, it is even possible that the advertisers who participated in this study are more 

engaged with the subject of ethical advertising aimed at children and teenagers and are more 

ethically concerned than advertisers who did not participate. 
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Managerial and public policy implications  

The results of the current study can inform advertising professionals and public policy. 

Generally speaking, advertisers seem to be well aware of the vulnerability of especially young 

children when it comes to coping with (novel) advertising formats. The majority holds the 

opinion that children do not have a good understanding of new advertising formats, that 

ethical concerns when advertising towards especially young minors should be taken into 

account, and, overwhelmingly, that especially children (not so much teenagers) should be 

protected against the inappropriate collection and use of personal data. Apparently, they are 

well aware of the measures that are taken to protect minors (for instance especially in case of 

unhealthy products) and to develop their advertising literacy, and they acknowledge to 

support them. This provides a solid basis for further developing these initiatives. Especially 

the educational system has a role to play, since advertisers hold the opinion that advertising 

literacy in children should be developed early on in primary school. Children’s persuasion 

knowledge can be enhanced by teaching programs that focus on advertising literacy education 

and that learn how minors should reflect critically about advertising messages (Nelson 2016).  

However, important improvements can still be made. In our sample, 24 respondents indicate 

that they target children, and half of both the respondents and the interviewees find this 

appropriate. This goes against (self-)regulatory measures in the Belgian Pledge and CARU 

guidelines. Advertising professional associations and the government could and should make 

more efforts to make professionals aware of these rules. Twenty to 25% of the respondents 

find it appropriate to collect personal information about children younger than 12, and to 

allow children to register on online platforms without parental consent. This is also an area for 

further improvement.  

Integrated and/or online advertising formats are, on average, perceived by advertising 

professionals as ethically appropriate to use towards minors from the age of 12-13 years 
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onwards. However, for professionals who are currently advertising towards minors, this age is 

significantly lower. Public policy and advertising associations have to remain vigilant as to 

the ethical values of companies that market products targeted at children. 

Importantly, in their appreciation of appropriateness to advertise (differently) to children and 

teenagers, advertising professionals seem to be largely inspired by their experience and 

appreciation of traditional advertising, and by the rules and regulations that are now in place. 

They implicitly assume that the implications of advertising today do not differ from the 

situation in the past when only traditional advertising formats were used. They do not seem to 

realize that novel integrated and interactive formats that develop brand commitment in a 

different way than before may constitute different challenges than traditional advertising with 

respect to how children and teenagers understand and process them, and what this entails with 

respect to the development of advertising literacy and ethical considerations with respect to 

these novel formats. This constitutes a major challenge for advertising organisations and 

public policy. Due to the specific nature of these novel advertising formats, there is an urgent 

necessity to revise what ‘ethical advertising’ aimed at minors means and to protect minors 

against the implicit influence of these novel formats. This is a task for both public policy and 

the advertising industry. 

Limitations 

The response rate of the survey was relatively low (90 out of 2,614 fully completed and 161 

partly completed the survey). This is common in on online surveys (Sheehan 2002) and if the 

subject of the survey is a rather sensitive topic, as is the case with the topic of the current 

study, it can be expected that this will affect the response rate negatively (Fan and Yan 2010). 

Nevertheless, due to the possibility of non-response bias, one should be careful with broad 

generalizations of the study results. Moreover, the advertising professionals completed the 

survey voluntarily. This might have resulted in reaching only those advertisers who have a 
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particular interest into the subject of advertising literacy of minors. The selection of 

respondents for the in-depth interviews partly compensated for this by also interviewing 

advertising professionals who did not participate in the survey.  

Besides differences between children and teenagers, with regard to cognitive development, 

there might also be differences within these age categories. Future research could make this 

more fine-grained distinction. 

Due to the limited information available in the description of the vignettes it is likely that 

certain situational factors which could have had an influence on the respondents’ answers 

were not provided. However, the in-depth interviews provided a somewhat more nuanced and 

deeper insight into these situational factors.  

The researchers tried to control for socially desirable answers by making the survey 

anonymous. Nevertheless, a certain degree of social desirability bias cannot be excluded. 
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Appendix 1: Overview of advertising formats in vignettes  

 

Product Placement (PP) on 

television 

In a television series, a particular brand of soft drink is 

consumed often, and the logo is brought into 

focus. The brand has paid for the soft drink to be 

used in the television series. 

In-game advertising (IGA) 

In a popular racing game, players can choose from 

several existing brands of cars, and billboards 

advertising these car brands appear along the 

roadside. The car brands have paid the developers 

of the game to have their brands used in the 

racing game.  

Search Engine Marketing 

(SEM) 

Lucas would like to know more about the rules of tennis. 

To this end, he types ‘tennis’ as a search term in 

Google. A large number of advertisements for 

sports brands related to the search term appear in 

a sidebar next to the actual results. 

Location-Based Services 

(LBS) 

Marie goes shopping with some of her friends during the 

school holiday. As they approach a popular chain 

store, she receives a text message on her mobile 

telephone containing a promotional code for a 

chain store.  

Online Behavioral Advertising 

(OBA) 

Tom is searching the internet for camping equipment for 

his youth movement’s annual camp. When he 

then looks through Facebook, the NewsFeed 

contains advertisements related to camping 

equipment.  

Advergames 

To promote the newest product in its line, a brand has 

developed a game that can be played on the 

brand’s website. While playing this game, the 

game elements are related to the product and the 

brand, and players attempt to capture as many 

brand logos as they can.  
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Video advertising 

A video on YouTube shows a child and a father singing 

the soundtrack of the latest Disney movie 

together. Disney paid the child’s father to post the 

video online for the purpose of advertising. The 

Disney logo does not appear anywhere in the 

music clip, and there is no statement that the 

video is part of an advertising campaign. 

Advertising in Applications 

Lori has her own tablet. Every day, she plays a music 

quiz that is installed as an application on her 

tablet. The music quiz application was a free 

download, with advertising appearing between the 

questions. A large amount of the advertising 

consists of ads for the latest CD from her favorite 

group.  

Merchandising of popular 

figures in a virtual 

world 

Sam has installed an application from a media company 

on his parents’ tablet. The application is a virtual 

world in which he comes into contact with 

various media figures and in which he and his 

friends try to complete challenges in this virtual 

world successfully. A great deal of merchandising 

is associated with these media figures. For 

example, the media figures also appear in 

television programs, they are present in 

amusement parks and they are portrayed on many 

products for children and teenagers. 
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Table 1: Average age whereupon minors understand different advertising formats.  

Advertising formats Mean age SD N= 

Advertisers 

who 

indicated an 

age 

N= Advertisers 

who indicated: 

‘Minors not able 

to understand 

the advertising 

format’ 

Merchandising 12.74 2.58 118 6 

Applications 12.40 2.54 115 8 

Product Placement (PP) 13.03 2.75 114 12 

In-game Advertising (IGA) 12.86 2.69 113 10 

Search Engine Marketing (SEM) 12.26 2.59 121 5 

Location Based Services (LBS) 13.25 2.68 116 7 

Online Behavioral Advertising 

(OBA) 

12.72 2.59 121 6 

Advergames 12.13 2.61 124 5 

Video advertising 14.06 2.73 95 28 
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Table 2: Understanding advertising formats - significant differences between respondents who 

do and do not advertise to minors 

Format Advertiser 

group 

N Mean SD P 

Merchandising minors 35 12.00 2.62 .013 

adults 54 13.31 2.24 

Applications minors 35 11.42 2.69 .004 

adults 54 13.04 2.32 

Online 

Behavioral 

Advertising 

(OBA) 

minors 35 11.97 2.53 .035 

adults 54 13.14 2.52 
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Table 3: Average age whereupon the use of different advertising formats towards minors is 

considered as ethically acceptable.  

Advertising format Mean 

age 

SD N= 

Advertisers 

who  

indicated 

an age 

N= Advertisers who 

indicated:  ‘advertising 

format morally/ethically 

not acceptable’ 

Merchandising 12.62 3.36 115 9 

Applications 13.44 2.91 111 12 

Product Placement (PP) 12.85 3.36 114 12 

In-game Advertising (IGA) 12.85 3.66 108 15 

Search Engine Marketing 

(SEM) 

12.76 3.33 119 7 

Location Based Services 

(LBS) 

14.73 2.94 102 21 

Online Behavioral 

Advertising (OBA) 

13.52 3.30 116 11 

Advergames 12.48 3.32 123 6 

Video advertising 12.32 3.89 97 26 
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Table 4: Average age whereupon minors should be informed about the commercial intent of 

advertising formats.  

Advertising format Mean age SD N= 

Advertisers 

who 

indicated 

an age 

N = Advertisers who 

indicated: ‘No need 

to inform about 

commercial intent’. 

Merchandising 9.88 3.37 105 7 

Applications 9.82 3.29 110 1 

Product Placement (PP) 9.9 3.25 101 10 

In-game Advertising (IGA) 10.52 3.61 93 14 

Search Engine Marketing 

(SEM) 

9.92 3.18 110 8 

Location Based Services 

(LBS) 

10.68 3.36 98 3 

Online Behavioral 

Advertising (OBA) 

10.43 3.39 107 8 

Advergames 9.86 3.28 109 12 

Video advertising 10.15 3.58 85 12 
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Table 5: Information about commercial content – significant differences between respondents 

who do and do not advertise to minors 

Format Advertiser 

group 

N Mean SD P* 

Product Placement minors 33 9.06 2.65 .012 

adults 47 10.81 3.45 

Video advertising minors 24 8.79 3.17 .052 

adults 43 10.47 3.40 

In-game 

advertising (IGA) 

minors 31 8.97 2.93 .011 

adults 48 11.00 3.62 
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Figure 1: Advertising formats used towards children and teenagers  

 


