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abstract

This study examines children’s consumption request in the context of a Latin American country. Concretely, this paper analyzes the
amount and nature of gifts requested by Chilean children in their Christmas letters to Santa Claus in 2005. Results suggest, on the one
hand, the presence of a small amount of gifts requested (as previous studies have stated), the gendered nature of them (in under-11
year-old kids) as well as a low presence of brands (as compared with figures reported by previous research). On the other hand, this
study found a significant role played by age and gender in terms of type of gift and brand usage in the request.
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resumen

Género, edad y marca en los pedidos de regalos de los nifios: un anéalisis del contenido de
las cartas de los nifios chilenos a Santa Claus

Este estudio desarrolla un anlisis de contenido de una muestra aleatoria de cartas escritas a Santa Claus por parte de un grupo de
nifios chilenos. El objetivo fue analizar la cantidad y naturaleza de las peticiones de consumo infantiles en términos del rol del género,
edad, presencia de marca y estilo persuasivo usado. Los resultados muestran que las variables sexo y edad son de alta relevancia para
explicar diferencias. En el caso de la primera, se detectd diferencias en qué regalos solicitaban y en la presencia de marcas en las
peticiones. En el caso de la edad, se detectaron cambios en relacion nimero de peticiones, el tipo de regalos solicitados, en el uso de
las marcas y en el estilo de la peticion realizada.

palabras clave: Navidad, child’s request, marcas, género, edad, Chile.

résumeé

Genre, dge et marque des souhaits de cadeaux des enfants: une analyse du contenu des
lettres a Saint Nicolas des enfants chiliens

L"étude développe une analyse du contenu d’un échantillon aléatoire de lettres écrites & Saint Nicolas par un groupe d’enfants chiliens,
I'objectif étant I'analyse de la quantité et de la nature des demandes de consommation des enfants, suivant le role du genre, de I'age, de
la présence d’une marque et du style persuasif utilisé. Les résultats obtenus démontrent que les variables sexe et age sont de grande
importance pour expliquer les différences. Pour la premiere variable, des différences sont détectées concernant le genre de cadeau
souhaité et la présence de marques dans la demande. Pour I'age, des changements sont détectés par rapport au nombre de demandes,
au genre de cadeau de mandé, & la marque utilisée et au style de demande réalisée.

Mots—clefs: Noél souhaits des enfants, marques, genre, age, Chili.

resumo

Género, idade e marca nos pedidos de presentes das criangas. Uma andlise do conteldo
das cartas das criangas chilenas ao Papai Noel

Este estudo desenvolve uma andlise de contetido de uma amostra aleatdria de cartas escritas ao Papai Noel por parte de um grupo
de criangas chilenas. O objetivo foi analisar a quantidade e natureza das petigées de consumo infantis em termos de papel do género,
idade, presenca de marca e estilo persuasivo usado. Os resultados mostram que as varidveis sexo e idade séo de alta relevancia para
explicar diferengas. No caso da primeira, detectou-se diferengas em que presentes pediam e na presenca de marcas nas peticoes.
No caso da idade, detectaram-se mudangas em relagéo ao nimero de petigdes, o tipo de presentes solicitados, no uso das marcas e
no estilo da petigdo realizada.

Palavras chave: Décisions stratégiques, efficience, organisations publiques
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Introduction

The emergence of new trends such as the increasing pur-
chase influence of kids, as well as the developments of
media outlets and brands particularly targeted to them,
has revitalised the interest of scholars and practitioners
in analysing the characteristics of children’s consumer
behaviour. Focusing on both revising previous findings
and providing new insights into understanding the cha-
racteristics of this particular segment of consumers, se-
veral studies have been published trying to determine
how kids behave in a world in which marketing permeate
their daily lives (Gunter et al., 2005).

Authors have used different notions to examine and in-
terpret the behaviour of children (Gunter & Furnham,
1998; Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Some of them have
emphasised the idea of “inter-generational influence”
between parents and children (see Cotte & Wood, 2004
and Viswanathan et al., 2000) or the perspective of “fam-
ily decision-making” in terms of the role of each member
in relation to spending habits (Lee & Beatty, 2002; and
Tinson et al., 2008). Nevertheless, the vast majority of
the studies have assumed the viewpoint of “consumer so-
cialisation”, which emphasises how children’s behaviour
evolve as they mature and assume social roles (Roedder,
1999). For example, a recent study from Dotson and Hy-
att (2005) provided an empirical explanation of how the
consumer socialization process currently works with chil-
dren. They detected five major influence factors: irratio-
nal social influence, importance of television, familial

influence, shopping importance, and brand importance
(Lueg et al., 2005).

Since children’s income is limited, studies examining
this issue have rarely focalized on kids' purchasing be-
haviour. With the exception of low-price products (those
that little children can buy with their pocket money), an
important part of research on this field has used kids’ re-
quests as a proxy measure of their consumer behaviour
(Roedder, 1999). In this vein, Christmas has been con-
sidered a methodologically attractive moment of the year
to examine children’s request behaviour (particularly in
the case of toys). Christmas time is an icon of contempo-
rary commercial culture and a period in which kids may
openly express their desires of possession to adults—par-
ents or a symbolic figure such as Santa Claus in the case

of under 8-9 year-old kids (Otnes et al., 1994a; Pesci et
al. 1997; Okleshen et al, 2001).

The vast majority of the pieces of research examining
children’s request at Christmas have focused on the
amount of things requested, the style of request and
the presence of brands in it, stressing the role of gen-
der as moderator of children’s request behaviour (see for
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example, Otnes et al., 1994a). In this context, it is pa-
radoxical that studies focusing on children have left the
examination of the role of age as a relatively underex-
plored area, which is particularly clear in the case of
the style of the request and the presence of brands in it.
With the only exception of the seminal study of Caron
and Ward (1975) and other from Isler et al. (1987) more
than 20 years ago, there is no reported evidence about
the particular changes in kids’ request associated with
the variable age.

Moreover, it is also important to note that all these stu-
dies examining children’s request at Christmas have been
carried out in developed countries such as the USA, New
Zealand and European ones. Therefore, there is no avai-
lable evidence from emerging economies —such as Latin-
American ones-, which have shown a powerful economic
growth and consumption patterns over the last decades

(IMF, 2005).

This article seeks to continue and expand this line of
research examining the nature of children’s Christmas
request behaviour in the context of a Latin American
country -Chile. The focus of this analysis is the amount,
type, style and brand presence in children’s Christmas
requests, which are separately explored as total promi-
nence of them, as well as the differential role of children’s

gender and age (Roedder, 1999).

The analysis of Children’s Request Behaviour

Since Christmas is a very significant moment of the year
in terms of children’s consumption behaviour (Okleshen
et al., 2001), several studies have been carried out at that
point in time to examine two main areas. The first one
has evaluated the association between marketing actions
and children’s requests. Departing from the fact that TV
advertising is the most important source of children’s
consumption ideas (Caron & Ward, 1975; Gunter et al.,
2005), scholars have examined the association between
Christmas request and advertising exposure. They have
consistently detected that age, and sometimes gender,
parental attitudes and mediation, and TV viewing pat-
terns are able to explain significant differences in the in-
fluence that advertising has on children’s requests (Pine
& Nash, 2002; Robertson and Rossiter, 1974, 1976; Va-
lkenburg and Buijzen, 2000).

The other relevant area of research on children con-
sumption at Christmas—which is the focus of this stu-
dy—is the analysis of the nature of children’s requests.
In particular, these studies have mainly explored four
issues: (1) how many products children ask for, (2) the
type of gift requested, (3) the role played by brands in
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as children’s gender and sometimes kids’ age (Gunter &
Furnham, 1998; Gunter et al., 2005; Valkenburg & Can-
tor, 2001; Ward, 1974).

Table 1: Most important studies in the field of Christmas request”.

the request, and (4) the style of the request (Otnes et al.,
1994b). Usually, searchers have examined these four di-
mensions in terms of the role of mediating variables such

Auhors(s) and date Sample Methodology Analysis Main results
Robertson and Rossiter 289 primary Analysis of the in- - Assistive and persuasive intent. - Although children are capable of perceiving infor-
(1974) school boys in  terviews to children T mative and persuasive characteristic of commer-
- Discrimination between progra- .
three grades,  about to the persua- . . cials.
. - mming and commercials, recog-
ranging from sive intent to com- . ; S —
) nition of source, Perception of - The development of persuasive intent attributions
upper-lowerto  mercials ’ ' o .
. audience, awareness of symbolic acts as a cognitive defense to persuasion. The
upper middle . . . . . S .
social class nature commercials, perception of child who is able to discern persuasive intent is less
from USA discrepancies between message influenced by advertising.
and product - Younger children who lack persuasive intent attribu-
- Consequences (Trusts all com- tion are more persuasive.
mercials, likes all commercials
and wants all products adverti-
sed)
Caron and Ward (1975) 84 mothers Content analysis of - Number of gift requested - Average of 3.8 gifts per letter (they report gender
and children Christmas letters to differences).

from Canada.

Robertson and Rossiter
(1976)

289 boys (92
first graders,
101 third gra-

Santa Claus

Analysis of the inter-
views to children and
parents about do you

- Type of gift requested

Information sources

- Children gifts ideas.

Request to parents

- Most requested gifts were non-interactive toys

- Children are more likely to cite television as a sour-

ce of gift ideas, closely followed by friends.

- Nearly one half of all items wanted by the children

were in the toy and game category.

- The mean number of toy and game category re-

ders, 96 fifth want for Christmas Information sources : ’
. quests increased from 2.2 to 2.7 during the peak
graders) from  and analysis of TV tov and game advertising beriod
USA commercials y g gp ’
Richardson and Simpson 750 letters Content analysis of - Number of gift requested - Average of 5.3 gifts per letter (they did not report

(1982) written by chil-
dren from the

USA

Bardbard and Parkman 201 interviews

Christmas letters to
Santa Claus

Analysis of the in-

- Type of gift requested and the as-

sociation with gender.

- Number of gift requested

gender and age differences).

- Children requested different kinds of gifts according

to whether they were girls or boys (conditioned by
their gender role socialization)

- Average of 4 gifts per child (they report gender di-

(1984) to pres- terviews to children ) fferences).
) - Type of gift requested and the as-
choolers chil-  about do you want for - . ) . . L “
) sociation with gender - Children requested different kinds of gifts; boys re-
dren fromthe  Christmas. - f
quested a significantly greater proportion of sports <
USA ) ) . o
equipment and vehicles/machines than girls did. >
Girls made significantly more requests for doll- o
houses, clothing/jewelry, domestic items and dolls. z
Isler , Popper and Ward 250 families - Product Request - Television viewing frequency - Children asked for a total of 3.374 goods and servi-
(1987), (mothers and Diary: Mothers ces during 28 days period of study or overall avera- z
. - - Type of products requested . e
children) from indicated each P . ge of 13.5 requests per child.
USA specific request for (brand, along with information on
’ lr)oducts q how the child asked, where the re- - Older children ask less frequently N
P ' quest was made, mother respon- .
. _— S ; - Request for cereals and snacks food remain rela-
- Television Viewing se, child’s subsequent reaction. .
S tively constant for all three age group study (3-4/5-
Log: Mothers indi-
7/9-11 years old).
cated how much
television their - More requests occur home, although a large per-
child watched. centage of request made by younger children are
made while shopping with the mother.
Otnes, Kim and Kim 344 letters Content analysis of - Number of gift requested - Average of 7.2 gifts per letter (they did not report

(1994a) written by chil-

Christmas letters to

Presence of brands in the request

gender and age differences).

CENIBIE  SenE Gas - 51.6 % of children’s requests incorporating a par
- Level of loyalt o §
b evel of brand loyalty ticular brand letter (they did not report gender and
age differences).
Otnes, Kim and Kim 344 letters Content analysis of Request style (communication - Letters to Santa Claus are more “expressive” and

(1994b) written by chil-
dren from the

USA

Christmas letters to
Santa Claus

approaches)

less “task-oriented” than letters written by boys.

Specifically, girls letters are longer, more polite,

contain more references to the context of Christ-
mas and contain more indirect request.

* This table includes only original studies cited in this research. Those articles presenting theoretical developments or summarizing previous results are not incorporated.
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Table 1: Most important studies in the field of Christmas request”. (continuacion)

Auhors(s) and date Sample Methodology Analysis

Pesci, Peilly, Bailey, Little, 515 letters Content analysis of - Type of gift (by gender)

Staehling, and Lansky written by chil- ~ Christmas letters to - Gendered gifts

(1997) dren fromthe  Santa Claus
USA - Writer (children and/or an adult)

- Expression of belief in the exis-
tence of Santa

Valkenburg and Buijzen 250 children Content analysis - Children gifts ideas.

(2000) were asked of TV commercials - Television viewing frequency
to list their addressed to children
Christmas and Christmas wis-
wishes from hes to Santa Claus
Netherlands.

O'Cass and Clarke (2002) 422 letters Content analysis of - Brand awareness (preferences)
written by Christmas letters to -

) - Request style (communication
children from  Santa Claus approaches)
Australia.

Pine and Nash (2002) 83 letters Content analysis - Number of gift requested
i 2 e Y e - Presence of brands in the request
children from  addressed to children
UK. and Christmas letters - Association between Christmas

to Santa Claus

request and advertising exposure.

Main results
- No differences in the amount of gifts by gender

- Gendered nature of gift request (masculine and fe-
minine)

- Majority of letters written by children

- No gender differences in the expressions of belief
in the existence of Santa

- 51.6 % of the children specifically asked for at least
one brand that was advertised at the time of the
survey.

- 67% of the 7-8 years old, 49% of the 9-10 years old
and 40 of the 11-12 years old asked for at least one
advertised product.

- Gender, Age and level of exposure to the network
that aired to the most commercials, were significant
predictors of their request for advertised products.

- Average of 4.1 gifts per letter (they did not report
gender and age differences).

- 45 % of children’s requests incorporating a parti-
cular brand letter (no hay diferencias por genero ni
edad)

Average of 5.4 gifts per letter (they did not report gen-
der and age differences).

- 40.3 % of children’s requests incorporating a par-
ticular brand letter (they did not report gender and

22 INNOVAR

age differences).

- Children who watched television that is more
commercial requested a greater number of items
from Santa. These children also requested more
branded items. There was a positive correlation
between watching television alone and number of
requests.

* This table includes only original studies cited in this research. Those articles presenting theoretical developments or summarizing previous results are not incorporated.

Characteristics of Children’s Request

Amount of gifts requested by children

The first relevant indicator of the nature of children’s re-
quests behaviour is the amount of gifts that kids ask for
(Roedder, 1999). Regarding this issue, previous research
has yielded dissimilar findings, with an amount of gift
ranging from 3 to 7 per request (meaning letter). Fin-
dings have tended to be steady across gender, but not
across age.

A seminal study conducted in the USA by Caron and
Ward (1975) reported an average of 3.8 gifts per letter in
a sample of American middle-class children, with ages
between 9 and 12. They observed a significant decrease
in the number of gifts requested as children grow older
(they did not report gender differences), which is the only
evidence available about the actual differences across
age in kids’ Christmas request. This finding provided
support to other studies about children’s request carried
out in broader contexts. In this vein, a classical article

published by Isler and colleagues (1987) showed that—in
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a common day—children from 3 to 4 years old asked for
an average of 24.9 products a day (including food, toys,
clothes, and other products). This figure decreased up to
13.3 items in the 5-to-6-year-old children and 10.4 pro-
ducts in those aged between 9 and11 years old.

In a subsequent study analysing letters to Santa -also ca-
rried out in the USA- Richardson and Simpson (1982)
found a higher average of gifts mentioned in each note
(5.3) examining a sample of kids of ages from 5 to 10
years old. This piece of research also noticed a small but
not significant difference in the case of gender (an ave-
rage of 5.6 in the case of boys vs. 5.0 in the case of girls).
In these years, Bardbard and Parkman (1984) reported
another study with pre-school children (from 3 to 5 years
old). They found an average of 4 gifts per letter, detecting
no differences by gender in this age group.

In the 90s, a classical investigation published by Otnes
and colleagues (1994a) detected the highest number of
gifts requested by children: 7.2 gifts per letter. These
scholars could not establish significant differences in the
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number of gifts asked for by boys and girls (they did not
report differences by age). In 1997, Pesci et al. reported
an average of 4.6 gifts per letter without differences ac-
cording the gender of children (they did not examine the
variable age).

Evidence that is more recent comes from Pine and Nash
(2002). These authors examined the Christmas letters of
British and Swedish young children (5 to 6 year-olds).
They found that these European kids asked for an ave-
rage of about 5 gifts per letter. Simultaneous research
conducted in Australia (O’Cass and Clarke, 2002), exa-
mined a sample of Christmas letters sent by children of
different ages. These authors detected an average of 4.1
gifts per request, with no significant differences between
boys and gitls.

In this context, the current study investigates how these
figures compare with a sample of letters written by Chi-
lean kids. Then a first Research question is posited:

RQI: How many Christmas gifts Chilean children request
in each letter?

Additionally, in this paper we examine other two sub-re-
search questions asking for the role of gender and, parti-
cularly, age as mediating variables in the number of gifts
requested by Chilean children. It is important to bear in
mind that previous research on Christmas request has
not fully examined the latter aspect; so, this study seeks
to provide more evidence that is robust, in this area:

RQla: Is there difference in the number of gifts requested by
boys and girls?

RQIb: Do the number of gifts requested change, as children
get older?

Type of gift requested by children

Another relevant aspect of children’s request refers to
the type of gift. Exploring the postulates of several stu-
dies about gender and children, authors have examined
how this variable is associated with the type of gift that
children ask for. In this vein, Richardson and Simpson
(1982) evaluated the incidence of masculine or femini-
ne request. On all age groups examined, these authors
reported that boys and gitls tended to ask for different
kinds of gifts: toys like dolls (and their accessories), do-
mestics, educational art, or kitchen playsets in the case
of the girls versus vehicles, sports, racing cars, or action
figures in the case of boys. This finding was interpre-
ted as an indication of a feminine socialization oriented
towards the private, individual and domestic sphere as
opposed to the masculine one, more directed towards the
public space.

m______ HEES
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Revisiting Richardson and Simpson’s study (1982), Brad-
bard and Parkman (1984) reported similar findings in
their study with pre-school children. They used a meth-
odology that divided kids’ requests into 12 categories:
dolls, domestic items, dollhouses, educational-art mate-
rials, musical items, spatial-temporal boys, sport equip-
ment, furniture, vehicles/machine, clothing/jewerly and
other. They observed that boys requested more items of
sports equipment and vehicles/machines. Gitls, instead,
asked more frequently for dollhouses and accessories,
clothing/jewerly and dolls. Nevertheless, they do not de-
tected differences in other types of items such as educa-
tional art material, toy animals and musical items.

Based on the same principles, recent research conduc-
ted by Pesci and colleagues (1997) has directly classified
kids’ requests in terms of the gendered nature of them
(in a three-point scale as masculine, feminine or neu-
tral). Results showed that boys and girls tended to ask
for those gifts traditionally associated to its gender. In
fact, boys’ requests were neutral toys (32%), masculine
toys (65%), and feminine toys (only 3%). Instead, girls
requested neutral toys (41%), masculine toys (13%),
and feminine toys (46%). Although this classification is
straightforward and intuitive, it omits that the gender-
typicality of many toys is not very clear.

Thus, this piece of research examines the gendered na-
ture of gifts requested by Chilean children in terms of a
second research question:

RQ2: Do Chilean boys and girls ask for toys typically associ-
ated with the masculine and feminine sphere?

Subsequently, it is important to determine whether age
is a relevant variable in the potential gendered nature
of children’s request. Then we explore the following sub-
research question:

RQ2a: Are there are differences in terms of the gendered na-
ture of gifts according to the variable age?

The presence of brands in the request

Children can identify and use brands as a consumption
cue since they are 2 or 3 years old (Lindstrom & Seybold,
2003). For that reason, previous research on children’s
request has also focused on the role played by brands in
the request at Christmas. At this point, two main dimen-
sions in the analysis of this subject have been stressed:
(1) the presence of the brands and (2) the level of brand
loyalty in the request.

Regarding the first issue, studies have reported a range
from 36 to 55% of requests incorporating brands, with
some studies revealing an absence of influence of the va-

23 INNOVAR
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riable gender. Otnes et al. (1994b) observed in the USA
that over 50% of the gifts asked by children of different
ages explicitly incorporated a brand, with no significant
difference associated with the gender of children. In a
more recent piece of research, Pine and Nash (2002) re-
ported that European young children presented a lower
level of brand presence: an average of 38% (this study did
not examine the role of gender and age in the presence
of branded requests). Finally, O’Cass and Clarke (2002)—
examining a sample from Australia-found about 45% of
the requests containing a particular brand with no diffe-
rences by gender. It is interesting to note that there are
no studies examining the role of age in terms of the pre-
sence of brands in children’s Christmas request.

Based on earlier studies, this article examines the pre-
sence of brands in children’s request in a sample of letters
written by Chilean kids:

RQ3: What is the presence of branded request in the case of
Chilean children?

Moreover, it is also explored the role of gender and age
in the presence of brands in the gift request, being the
latter a variable with no previous evidence reported in
the literature:

RQ3a: Are there differences in the presence of brands in the
request according to the variable gender?

RQ3b: Are there differences in the presence of brands in the

request according to the variable age?

The other relevant issue related to the relationship bet-
ween children’s request and branding is the level of brand
loyalty. Previous studies (Otnes et al., 1994a; O’Cass &
Clarke, 2002) have proposed a continuum that runs from
those petitions in which 100% of the request—no mat-
ter the number of gifts—is branded (brand-fixated) to re-
quests in which the request includes two o more brands
mentioned equally (pluralistic) (see Table 2).

Table 2: Pattern of brand loyalty (Otnes et al., 1994a).

m Characteristic

Brand fixated With only one brand and no other gift mentioned

With one brand mentioned, along with other non-

Singularly branded branded gifts

Brand dominant With one brand mentioned more than other brands

Pluralistic With two or more brands mentioned equally

No brand mentions Mentioning only non-branded gifts

Using this classification, Otnes and colleagues (1994a)
reported that—among those letters including at least one
branded gift—the most common pattern of brand loyalty
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was “brand pluralistic”, followed by “brand dominant”.
That is to say, the analysis of brand loyalty showed that
the most frequent situation was the inclusion of two o
more brands in the request. Additionally, these authors
did not observe significant gender differences in this pat-
tern (they did not analyze the role played by age). On
the other hand, the aforementioned study of O’Cass
and Clarke (2002) detected a slightly different pattern.
Although the most common form of brand loyalty was
also “pluralistic” (same as Otnes and colleagues), the se-
cond most frequent was “singular brand”. In other words,
children from Australia showed a lower level of brand
loyalty than American ones. Additionally, when exami-
ning potential gender differences, they detected no signi-
ficant divergences between boys and gitls (they did not
report results by age).

In this area, this article explores the patterns of brand
loyalty in a sample of Christmas letters written by Chi-
lean children:

RQ4: What are the most frequent patterns of brand loyalty
among Chilean children?

Children’s brand loyalty is also explored in terms of the
role of gender and age in two sub-research questions:

RQ4a: Are there differences in the most frequent patterns of
brand loyalty according to the variable gender?

RQ4b: Are there differences in the most frequent patterns of
brand loyalty according to the variable age?

The style of the request

The style of the request is another relevant way to exa-
mine children’s letter to Santa. In this vein, previous re-
search has defined politeness and indirectness as the two
main dimensions to examine this issue, which have only
been examined as total and by gender. The former, de-
fined as the group of rules about how the others have
to be treated, has been repeatedly mentioned as one of
the critical factors in the strategies of children persua-
sion (Blum-Kulka, 1997). In this issue, O’Cass and Clar-
ke (2002) showed that 27.5% of the letters had courtesy
elements (such as “how are you”, “thanks”, or “please”).
Examining whether the variable gender could be a signi-
ficant moderator of politeness, it was detected that girls
used more frequently this element than boys did (32%
versus 21%). This result was not consistent with the pre-
vious findings of Otnes and colleagues (1994b), which
did not detected differences between boys and girls.

The use of indirect forms of request (“I would like...”,
“could you...”) has been the other element used to exa-
mine children letters to Santa. The abovementioned stu-
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dy of O’Cass and Clarke (2002) detected that indirect
request was massively used by Australian children (75%
of the letters). Regarding the variable gender, Otnes et al.
(1994b) detected an absence of significant differences in
the use of this strategy, which was not supported by the
study of O’Cass and Clarke (2002): girls tended to use
indirect statements more frequently (81.9% versus 66.5%
of the letters).

These elements lead one to formulate a final set of re-
search questions:

RQ5: How prominent is the use of polite and indivect re-
quests in this sample?

This research question is explored in terms of the role of
gender and age through two sub-research questions:

RQ5a: Are there differences in the presence of polite and in-
direct requests according to the variable gender?

RQ5b: Are there differences in the presence of polite and in-

direct requests according to the variable age?

Method

This study reports a quantitative content analysis of 500
letters addressed to Santa Claus sent through the Chil-
ean postal service (Correos de Chile) during the four
weeks prior to Christmas 2004. This technique of data
analysis was chosen because it represents a replicable and
systematic method to describe the manifest content of
communication messages (Berelson, 1952; Riffe et al.,
1998). Additionally, this is the technique used on pre-
vious studies examining the same issue (among others,
Caron & Ward, 1975; Richardson & Simpson, 1982; Ot-
nes et al.1994a; 1994b; O’Cass and Clarke, 2002; Pine &
Nash, 2002), which provides a basic level of comparabil-
ity for the results here yielded.

Regarding to the sampling procedure, it is important to
note that Chilean Post allowed the researchers to select
10% of the letters to Santa received each day in order to
be photocopied (and then returned)'. Then a sample of
10% (N = 500) of the total number of letters to Santa

1 In Chile, children’s letters to Santa are available in the main
building of the Chilean Post for everyone who wants to read
them and eventually send back a gift to the sender of the letter
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Claus received (Correos de Chile, 2004) was incorporat-
ed in the study. Subsequently, 122 letters were eliminated
from further analysis for any or several of the following
reasons (see Otnes et al, 1994a):

1. The senders did not include their name and/or age.
The reason for this was that these elements allowed
the researchers to determine author’s gender and age

(86 letters).

>

The letter asked for generic gifts (“I want as many
gifts as you can give me”) or altruist wishes (“I wish
peace in the world”), because they cannot be consi-
dered properly as consumption requests (18 letters).

&

Children did not write them (“I write to you on be-
half of my 8 month old baby”) or letters included
adult gifts (35 letters).

=

Handwriting was illegible and then the content could
not be understood (2 letters).

Thus, this study examined a final sample of 378 letters
(see Table 3). They were written by a similar number of
boys and gitls (48.5% versus 51.5%), and an equivalent
number of children in each age group (under 7, 8-10 and
over 11 year old). Among those mentioning the address
(85%), the sample belonged mainly to low income (87%)
and urban zones of the country (98%) according to the
classification of Chilean Market Research Association

(Adimark, 2002).

Table 3: Sample of this study.

Gender 5-7 8-10 11-13 Total
Masculine 53 85 47 185
Feminine 62 73 58 193
Total 115 158 105 378

The content of the letters was examined through of a
group of codes compiled from earlier studies on children’s
request and adapted to the case of a Latin American
country (see Annex). In order to ensure the reliability

of the study, 7.5% of the sample (N = 30) was examined
by a both coders (coders were undergraduate business
students, with previous experience in content analy-
sis). Then, the inter-coder agreement was computed ac-
cording to Scot’s Pi formula, showing a result over 0.8
across all the categories used in this study, which exceeds
the minimum accepted to be included in the final data
analysis (Riffe et al., 1998). Then, data was statistically
examined (using T test and crosstabulation) to analyze
the set of research questions (RQ) included in this paper.

Results

The amount of gifts

The first RQ asked for the number of gifts per request
(Table 4). Results showed an average of 2.1 gifts per
letter, with a statistical mode of 2. Further analyses by
gender (RQla) detected a slight but not statistically sig-
nificant difference between boys and girls. In fact, rhe re-
sults of the t-test revealed that there were no significant
differences between the mean of gift requested by males
and females as total and across all the age groups exami-
ned. On the other hand, the examination of the role of
the variable “age” (RQIb) indicated that younger chil-
dren requested, in average, more gifts than older ones.
In effect, 5-to-7 year old children requested significantly
more gifts than 8-to-10 (t = 2,874, df = 291, p<0,005)
and 11-to-13 kids (¢t = 3,353, df = 218,p<0,001). The
same situation was detected in the comparison between
the older groups where children between 11 and 13 years
old requested less gifts than those between 8 and 10 (t =
2,452, df = 241, p<0,05).

Examining the level of dispersion. li is interesting to note
that it tends to decrease as children mature. In fact, un-
der-7-year-old children asked for a range between 1 to 5
gifts. The maximum number decreased up to 4 in the
case of 8-10 kids and up to 3 in those children between
11 and 13 years old.

The type of gifts requested [T3]
The second area of analysis (RQ2) examined the gender-
specific nature of requested gifts (Table 5). In order to do

Table 4: Number of gifts per letter (average). Significant differences in the column of average represent changes according the age of children.

Age Boys Girls
5-7 2,36 2,52
8-10 1,97 1,94
11-13 1,70 1,75
Average 2,0 2,2
Mode Total 2 2
*=0,01*=0,05

REV innovar 19(35).indb 26

Average Minimum Maximum
2,45* 1 5
1,95 1 4

1,73 1 3
2,1 1 5
2
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Table 5: Type of gift requested.

Gender
Boys (%)

Strongly associated to their gender 31,1
Moderately associated to their gender 30,2
Neutral 25,0
Moderately associated to the other gender 11,4
Strongly associated to the other gender 2,3

INNOVAR

Total (%)
Girls (%) 5-7 (%) 8-10 (%) 11-13 (%)
28,0 34,5 29,3 24,5 29,5
29,8 33,2 30,0 26,5 30,1
26,9 23,0 25,1 30,5 26,0
12,6 6,8 13,4 15,6 11,9
2,7 2,5 2,2 2,9 2,5

Table 6: Pattern of brand loyalty (only among those incorporating branded requests).

Patterns of loyalty

Boys (%)

Brand fixated 447
Singularly branded 27,6
Brand dominant 10,3
Pluralistic 17,3

that, this study employed the classification of Blakemore
and Centers (2005), which allows one to subdivide chil-
dren requests into five subcategories: strongly masculine,
moderately masculine, neutral, moderately feminine, and
strongly feminine.

Findings show that girls and boys ask for those gifts asso-
ciated to their gender (RQ2). Concretely, boys tended to
massively ask for masculine gifts (63%) and gitls did the
same for feminine gifts (56%). Crosstabulations showed
no differences between the distribution of the type of
gifts according to the variable gender (x2 = 9.088, df =
6, p = 019). That is to say, in both cases the same ten-
dency is detected.

A separate analysis by age (RQ2a) detected a significant
influence of this variable in the request (x2 = 44.312,
df = 7, p<0,001). Figures show that as children mature,
a lower presence of gifts strongly and moderately associ-
ated with their gender is detected. In this vein, the oldest
group depicted the highest presence of neutral requests
and those moderately associated to the other gender (see

Table 5).
The relationship between children and brands

The request for branded gifts

The percentage of branded requests (RQ3) reached
35.3% (0.9 brands per letter). Further analyses exami-
ned whether this figure was associated with the varia-
bles gender and age. Regarding the differences by gender
(RQ3a), girls show a higher percentage of branded re-
quests than boys did: 39.3% versus 31.8% (x2 = 29.088,
df = 9, p<0,001). In terms on the average of brands, girls
asked for 1.16 brands, and boys for 0.77, which depicts a
statistical mean difference (t = 3,04, df = 376, 0,001).
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Girls (%) 57 (%) 8-10 (%) 11-13 (%)
435 434 46,3 36,2 439
43,5 41,3 31,8 54,5 38,7
7,2 13,0 2,5 8,9 8,1
58 23 19,5 04 9,2

The variable age (RQ3b) was also significant (x2 =
56.741, df = 9, p<0,001): results depicted a decrease in
the incorporation of brands, as children grow older: 42
% in the youngest age group (under 7 years old), 35.6 %
in the intermediate group (8 to 10 years-old) and 23.5 %
in the oldest one (11 years-old and older). In terms of the
average of brands per letter, the youngest group asked for
1.17 brands per letter versus the 8-to-10 group that re-
quested 9.6 brands per letter (t = 2,13, df = 291, 0,005).
Finally, the oldest groups asked for 0.41 brands per letter,
which is also significantly different to the intermediate
group (t = 3,946, df = 218, p = 0,001) and the youngest
one (t = 4,938, df = 241, p = 0,001).

Patterns of brand loyalty

Brand loyalty was analyzed in terms of a classification
proposed by Otnes et al. (1994a), which incorporates the
different possible combinations of brand presence in the
request (RQ4). The two most common styles of requests
have in common the presence of only one brand, rather
than two or more as reported by previous studies (Ot-
nes et al., 1994a; O’Cass and Clarke, 2002). In fact, the
patterns detected in this study revealed “brand fixated”
(43%) is the most common request style in this sample
(see Table 6). Those showing the “singularly branded”
pattern follow it (38.7%). It is interesting to note that
60.3% of the users of this pattern asked for 3 or more
gifts (over the average) and 29.1% of those requesting 1
or 2 gifts. That is, singularly branded request was also

part of those letters with high number of requests (Ta-
ble 6).
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Further analyses examined the influence of children’s
gender and age in the pattern of brand loyalty. Regarding
the former (RQ4a), crosstabulations revealed significant
differences between boys and girls in terms of the style
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of brand request (x2 = 34.512, df = 9, p<0,001). In fact,
girls mainly used both “brand-fixated” and “singularly-
branded” requests (43.5%). In the case of boys, however,
“brand- fixated” (44.7%) is the dominant pattern. “Sin-
gularly-branded” requests are in the second place, with
lower presence (27.6%). Finally, in terms of the variable
age (RQ4b), it was also significantly associated with the
pattern of brand loyalty in the request (x2 = 47.139, df
=9, p<0,001). It is interesting to notice that the “brand-
fixated” request is considerably less found in the group of
children over 11 years old, in which the “singularly-bran-
ded” request pattern becomes more prominent (Table 06).

The style of the request

The presence of courtesy elements is about 30% of the
letters, with an average of 0.39 courtesy elements per let-
ter. In terms of the role of gender, the average of polite
elements was similar between boys and girls. Instead, the
examination by age showed significant differences (X2
= 6.971, df = 5, p>0.05). Figures show that 12.6% of the
letters written by 5-to-7-year-old children incorporated
polite elements, which rose up to 33.7% in the case of
8-to-10 kids, and up to 46.4% in the oldest group. That
is to say, as children mature they tend to use more fre-
quently polite elements in the request (see Table 7).

Table 7: Presence of polite, indirect and direct elements

in children’s request.

Polite Indirect

Boys 70,6 29,4 e 22,3
Girls 67,4 32,6 73,6 24,4
5-7 87,4 12,6 86,1 13,9
8-10 66,3 33,7 68,1 31,9
11-13 53,6 46,4 69,4 30,6

In terms of the use of indirect request was in 23.6% of the
letters. Again, the variable gender was not significant as
source of differences in the use of this element. Never-
theless, the use of indirect requests was different accor-
ding the variable age (X2 = 15.347, df = 5, p>0.001).
Figures depicted that those children aged 5-7 had the
lower use of indirect elements (13.9%). Then an increase
of about 30% is observed in both the 8-to-10 and 11-to-
13 groups.

Conclusions

This study analyzed a Chilean sample of children’s letters
to Santa Claus in terms of the amount, gendered, bran-
ded nature and style of children’s consumption request
at Christmas. The analysis focused on the sex and age
of children, being the later variable particularly relevant
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because of its underdevelopment in the field of both the
branded character and style of the request.

A first important finding referred to the small amount
of gifts requested in each letter analyzed: 2.1. Previous
studies carried out in developed countries had detected
an amount of requests ranging from 3 to 7 gifts per letter.
Although there is no clear explanation for this differen-
ce, presumably this result can be related with a particu-
larity of this sample: selected from an emerging economy
(instead of developed country) and dominated by letters
from poor backgrounds. Given this, it is possible to hypo-
thesize that poverty imposes an environment domina-
ted by certain limitations in the access to consumption,
which would make a very long list of gifts irrelevant (Hill

and Stephens, 1997).

In terms of the role played by children’s gender and age in
the number of gifts requested, findings showed that age
was significant in terms of explaining differences among
children. This finding reinforces the idea of a changing
relationship with consumption as children grow older,
which is a basic assumption of the theories of consumer
socialization (Valkenburg & Cantor, 2001). Contrarily,
gender socialization seems not to play any significant role
in the quantity of the request, which is also consistent
with previous evidence in the literature (Roedder, 1999;
Gunter & Furnham, 1998).

A second examination of this study refers to the gende-
red nature of the request. Broadly speaking, the results
reported in this paper support the idea that boys and gitls
tend to ask for those products associated with their gen-
der role (about 60% of the requests). Nevertheless, it is
interesting to notice a new finding. This tendency is less
pronounced, as children get older. In fact, the 11-year-
old group has the highest level of the neutral-gift request
and the lowest levels of gendered request. It is important
to be cautious with the interpretation of these findings,
because they could be covering a potential change in the
quality of gifts when children mature: from toys and ga-
mes to other “non-gendered” things such as clothes and
electronic devices (Fisher & Arnold, 1990).

Regarding the presence of brands, Chilean figures (35%
of requests and 0.9 brands per letter) are in the lower
range reported by previous studies (36% to 55%). Con-
sistently, the analysis of brand loyalty shows dominant
patterns of “brand-fixated” and “singularly branded”
requests, which also demonstrate the lower presence of
brands in comparison with other studies (dominated by
“pluralistic” requests). Together, these results seem to
demonstrate that brands would have lower quantitati-
ve prominence in the Chilean sample, which could also
be related to the place in which this study was carried
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out: an emerging economy (in comparison to developed-
country kids).

Contrarily to previous evidence, this study detected
significant differences between boys and girls in terms
of the presence of brands. Girls also tended to inclu-
de more “singularly-branded” requests than boys did. It
could show a more flexible (or less loyal) incorporation of
brands in the case of girls (Otnes et al. (1994b).

In terms of age, findings point out that younger children
tend to request more branded gifts than older ones. In
terms of the brand loyalty pattern of the request, “brand-
fixated” request was less frequently used, as children grow
older. In this sense, as children mature, they use brands
in a more flexible—indicating less loyal-way (Gunter et

al., 2005; Roedder, 1999).

Finally, this study examined the style of request. On the
one hand, the presence of polite elements was about 30%,
which is the same level reported by previous literature.
However, the presence of indirect request was lower than
previous research: about 23% versus 75% in previous stu-
dies (O’Cass and Clarke, 2002). Tentative explanation
for this difference with previous evidence is possible to
find in the poor background of the sample, which has
received an education of low quality (Perez-Arce, 1999).

In terms of the presence of gender, in both cases this
variable did not show significant differences, which pro-
vided support to those results reported by O’Cass and
Clarke (2002) but not to Otnes et al. (1994b) study. In
the case of the role of age (a variable that literature had
not previously examined), this study showed that the use
of polite and indirect elements increased as children ma-
tured. Nevertheless, a difference was detected between
both variables. Polite elements increased in the three age
groups examined, but the use of indirect request only de-
picted a rise between under-7 and 8-to-10 children. This

INNOVAR

finding highlights the relevance of the variable age in
the case of the style of consumer argumentation, which
literature from other context -such as conflict resolution
and education- had already stressed (see, for example,

Bearison and Gass, 1979; Eisenbrg & Garvey, 1981).

All in all, these results show that gender and age are rele-
vant factors to understand children’s request. Across all
the indicators, age produced significant differences in the
sample examined. This result underlines the relevance of
this factor to explain the differences in the consumers as
consumer socialization literature has largely mentioned
(Roedder, 1999). Similarly, gender was also associated
with significant differences in many of the variables exa-
mined (the exceptions were the amount of gifts and the
style of request). This finding also highlights the relevan-
ce of studying this variable as predictor of divergences in
the development of children as consumers (Gunter and

Furnham, 1999).

On the other hand, brands demonstrated a significant
role in the request. This finding emphasises the relevan-
ce of brands from eatly childhood as previous literature
about children branding has largely described it. (Achen-
reiner & Roedder, 2003; Lyndstrom & Seybold, 2003).
This fact provides new evidence about the relevance (re-
cognition and awareness) of brands in the context of a
Latin American country, as well as the role played by age
and gender in this process.

It is important to mention some limitations of this piece
of research. First, the size of the sample stresses the ten-
tative character of the results. In spite of representing a
relatively large number of letters, it does not mean that
results can be necessarily generalized. More research is
needed in order to establish if the tendencies observed in
this study are constant patterns, or they are affected by
other elements such as the social, cultural or geographic
characteristics of this sample.
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Annex

Coding book (intercoder agreement between brackets)

Amount of gifts (0,98): It refers to the number of gifts requested in each letter (O’Cass and Clarke, 2002)

Type of gift (0,9): It includes a list of gifts such as football balls, bicycles, clothes, etc., which were recoded
in terms of the gender orientation (Blakemore & Centers, 2005):

e strongly masculine: things like sword, WWF wrestler, G. |. Joe, toy soldiers, miniature
weapons, cowboy costume, football, etc.

* moderately masculine: requests such as Police station, garage, space station, volcano
creator, basketball hoop, etc.

¢ neutral: things like wagon, Play-Doh, wooden blocks, Crayons, xylophone, garden tools,
doctor kit, tricycle cash register

e moderately feminine: Toy store, veterinarian costume, veterinarian kit, vacuum cleaner,
Beanie baby bear, horses, toy kitchen, ken doll, toy food, etc.

* strongly feminine: examples of this category are tea set, iron and ironing board, baby doll,
vanity set, ballerina costume, large Barbie head, Barbie doll, My Little Pony, etc..

Brand request (1,0): It includes the presence of brand in the request (Otnes et al., 1994a)

Pattern of brand loyalty (0,91): It refers to the way in which the brand request is expressed in the letter
(see Table 1) (Otnes et al., 1994a).

Polite request (0,85): Socially accepted forms of ingratiation (how are you, please, etc.) (O’Cass & Clarke,
2002)

Indirect request (0,87): Request in the form of may | have, or would you like (O’Cass & Clarke, 2002)
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