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Children and consumer behavior: Insights, questions, and new frontiers
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We thank Deborah John, Lan Chaplin, &aphna Oysermaior thar insightful and
generousesponsedfachcommentay seriouslytakes upthe challenge we set forththie end of
ourtarget.article- how tolink the researcbn children’s concepts of object value to bread
issues involving persuasion, including social influences on choices, behaviors, andiralues.
doing so,theybuild on our original paperrich and exciting ways.

John and Chaplin underscdhe significance of neobvious and inferred qualities,
broadening these notiobgyond the focus of the target article (hamegsentialism and object
history) to includean item’s symbolic aspeg¢tsuch as statuprestige or social meanindy the
teenyears, hese “hidden” attributes can be centrahelping a young persatitain their goals
Thus, for.examplea middleschookr may reason that a good way to make friends is to buy
productstthatthiepeershave, and high school studenhay select a North Face logo to
illustrate “Whoam 1?” because it captures her-peliceived personalityProducts are not just
attractive o functional in their own right, but have layers of social meaningatgatore to a
person’s identity formation, self-presentation, and happiness. John and Chaplirreigilg us
thatthe full emergence of these connections requires social reasoning capacities that take years

to developTheysummarize a number of ingenious studieshildren’sinstrumental valuation
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of objectsrevealingrobust developmental changesith\age, children become increasingly
aware ofmultiple ways that products and brands can signal important aspects of identity, to the
self and to others.

Oyserman focusamn essentialismgndarticulateshow essentialisnof social groups has
far-reachingmplications for identitybased motivatioIBM) theory.Viewing a goal as linked
to one’s essence increaseperson’s motivation to pursue that goal, even in the face of
difficulty: At'the'same time, essentialism can be demotivating, when a goal is viewed as linked
to the essenceof a group to which one does not ¢pabysermaralso underscores the
importantpoint that essentialism is a psychologiocaistruct and not metaphysical clainabout
the world. Asssuchresearchersust take caraot to make essentialist assumptions about
essentialisnitself (e g., that it is universal, unvarying, or reflects tassencésIn this veinshe
notes an interesting paraddkssentialized identitiegee/permanent yet small shifts in social
context cars/uft which essentialized identity comes to mind and whether people are likely to
accept or counter argue essentialisased persuasion attempfsinphases addedh this
regard, peoplei(including children) are highly sensitive to cues from sociad ath&r when to
essentialize-and when not tolhislast pointsuggest®ppotunitiesfor redudng the harmful
consequences of essentialism, such as stereotyping or prejudice.
Objects and'the self

The target papeas focused on the value gémsout in the worldhathave an existence
independent of humans—such as blankets, paintings, tigers, or toniato@strastpoth
commentariestincorporateeories and findings abotiite self, and specifically people’s
meaningmakingand goalsThis moverom external objects to internal motivatiarflects a
central insightOne endring way we relate to one another is through objects. As humamns, o
relationshis to objectareimbued withsocialmeaning, and our social concepts extend out to
objects(Belk,,1988). This can be seen wilvast array oihteractionsincludinggift-giving,
bartering religious ritua) or robbery. Indeed, the folk tendency to disapproivmarketbased
(utility -maximizing)economicexchanges (also known as “emporiophobia”; Boyer & Peterson,
2018 arguably.reflect the contrast between impersoms#iyctural systesto manage the
exchanges of resourc€using money), and thosesource exchangdsatare local, personal, and
relationshipbasedBoth perspectiveare fundamental-even young childreat times vale

resourcemaximizing motivesand atimes vale those that are altruistic (Echelbarger, Gelman,
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& Kalish, 2018a, 20180VicGuire et al., 2018)The key point here isthat there is a continuous
thread linking foundational humanibject concepts with concepts of the sklit also that an
important task of childhood is to acquire culturally-specific norms regardingisvappropriate
in different contexts (i.e., when to embrace vs. reject market norms).

Future.research can go further in explotinglinks among objects, motivation, areet
self. We briefly/mentiorthree suclguestions here.

Whenand why do links among object concepts, motivation, and theoselpidevelop?
Some researchemave proposethatby 5 yearsof agechildren have incorporated objects into
their selfconceptge.g., Diesendruck & Perez, 2015), dua toasiquniversal)human need to
have some:.concrete instantiation of the gdlthe same time, there are hints of systematic
differencesn when these links develop, depending on cultural context. For example, people in
more individualistic societies are more likely than those in more collectivist societies to show the
endowment effect (Maddux et al., 2010), to place a higher value on items assodiatgaigquie
individuals.(Gjersoe et al., 2014), anddisplay apreference for scarce iterftsim & Markus,
1999. An important next step would lbe determinef similar patternsof cultural difference
hold among children, as this would hefeak to the source of these effe€igr example, it may
be that fundamental differences in the cultural meaning of objects is periragivearly
childhoodssindicating that children construct their object concepts largely on tkeobasi
culturaly varying input. By contrastcultural differences may emerge relatively late in
development and strengthen with age (Rhodes & Gelman, 2009). This would indicate which
mode of reasoning is the developmental “default”, as well as the importancéucdlcdaput in
shifting thissdefaultTeasing apart universal and culturally specific influences is one broad
research question.

How candlifferent motivational consequences of essentialiermeconciledOn the one
hand,goals.heed to bienked to one’sessentialized identityn order to be motivating and
pursued, a point that is powerfully demonstrdigdDysermats program of researcfyeton the
other hangessentializing trait (viewing it as fixed and determined by nature) can be
demotivating and lead to avoidance, after encountering failures or seteark®weck&
Bempechat]1983). One example of this comes from developmental research on children’s
attitudestoward helping. When a child’s identity as a helper is essentialized by means of

language suggesting that it is a stable {faibu could bea helpef), children are initially
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motivated to engage in higher levels of prosocial behavior (Bryan et al., 2014). Hothesver

same manipulation backfires if children then encounter a sefpagkattempt to help but are
unsuccessfuljFosterHanson et al., in press). Thus, essentializing an aspect of one’s identity is a
double-edged sword. Figuring out when &g selfconcepts are resilient in the face of

difficulties may also change as a function of a person’s early experiences.

What isthe role of psychological ownership on sustainabiligythis point we have
focused primarily on tangible objects, yet feelings of ownership can extend beyents$ @gr se
to include™natural resources, such as parkland, national forests, or even Eartfhigself.
implications haye significance beyond an individual’'s functioning, to the health of the
environmentTo,the exent that a person’s sense of self is personally invested in the
environment, this may increase protective attitudes and reduce exploitationGelanan, &
Preston, 2019). An important open question is when in developmenatsiieties can be
cultivated Early on, children are notoriously focused on local contexts (home, school), and may
not considebroader societal issuesitil adolescence. Sbis possible that childres
appreciationpofisustainability issues would likewaslwanceonly gradualy. Onthe other hand,
by 5 years'of‘age, children appreciate that ownership extefatsdtas well agtangible items
such as'intellectual propert§6ulding & Friedman, 201&haw& Olson, 2015 see also
VerkuytenySierksma, & Thijs, 2015, with oldgildrer), and even elementary school children
can be passionate about causes that they see as rfraxailyt such as eating meadijssar &
Harris, 2@0). These findingsuggesthat efforts to instill a sense of environmental stewardship
could potentidl, start quite young.

What can development tell us?

As(noted in the target article, studying children provides important insights that cannot
otherwise be reached. It reveals capacities thdiasie to human cognitigmand in some cases
distinctive tohumans (e.g., a tendency toward essentialigrajsoreveals mechanisnand
components.that cannot readily be teased apart when studying BdukgampleJohn and
Chaplin’s finding that adolescents, but not younger children, treat brands as rofittensity,
suggests that,the instrumental value of brands may rest on concepts of the erittige over
this period.

As another exampleonsider the finding that adults differ in their emotional attitudes

toward saving and spending, witghtwads eperiencing too much anticipatory pain of
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spending, and spendthrifts experiencing too little anticipatory pain (Rick, IC&de

Loewenstein, 20080ne possibility is that such differences emerge from years of experience
handling one’s own finances, such that children start out as spendthrifts and onlylgacdkral
time do we see some individuahifting towardtightwaddism. To the contrary, in our own
research, we.find thgoung children, toovary on the tightwad/spendthrift dimension (Smith et
al., 2018)..We_ have found that children as young as five years can accuratelpmepert
spending orientation, that these feelings accord with parent reports, and th&¢hegs have
predictiverutility'(i.e., they predict whether children will spemdave $1 we give them; Smith et
al., 2018). Thus, experience with money and spending alone cannot explain how these feelings
develop—though, without examining these “adult” responses in children, we would beHeft wit
an incompleterunderstanding of their origins. In ongoing work, we seek to test Wwhitraad
parentlevel factors as associated with children’s feelings about spending\ang aad whether
these feelings change over time.

Childhood is als@ critically important point in the lifespalt.is a time whermpreferences
and expectations asstablishedhatmay persist for year®.g., brand loyaltyhabits that can
have lifelong‘eonsequences, such as diet, smoking, or drjrdatigralvaluesinvolving
individuahsm, collectivism, freedom, selfimprovement). The mechanisms underlying these
formative.effects, and how best to shift these behaviors at different polifiés are complex
guestions that motivate much importangoingresearch (e.gBryan et al., 2016; Schulenberg
& Maggs, 2002).

Butaalsoe; childhood isnportant ecauseainderstanding thdistinctive limitations and
perspectivessthat children bring daglp them to make better decisiebsth in childhood, and
later as adultsJohn and Chaplin’s commentary is particularly valuable in this resyeitt
brings to the forefront the importance of developmental change. Althougarget article
focused on.the early emergencehbildren’sattention to essentialism and objectiduig, this is
not to say, thagither ofthese concepis static or unchangind-or example, which categories are
essentialized’changes with age and experiencer{zedes &Mandalaywala2017, for review),
andaschildren.get older, themcreasingly incorporatformation abouhistory into their
concepts and valuations of objects (Gagteal, 2007; Gelman et al.2012, 2015).

At the same timas we acknowledge the importance of developmental chamgaso

believe that capacitiedo not emerge de novaterin development, but rather hagarlier
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precursorskFrom 23 years of age, children possess a naive theory of ownership framed in terms
of causal principles that connect possessions to permissible actions (Nadheekiven press,
including those that may be deeply selfevantEven preschoolerdgew object choices as
requiring consistency with their selbncept(e.g.,a boy will reject a attractivenovel toy as not
‘for me’ if earlier heheard thatt was one that girls really liked; Martigjsenbud, & Rose,
1995), angpreferfoods that are modeled by those that they perceive as similar to themselves
(Frazieret'al:;"2012). Furthermore, as noted earlier, an item can be incorporated into a child’s
self-concepty'Syears of ag¢Diesendruck & Perez, 2015)hese initial sensitivities to the self
relevant meaning of itemrend choiceprecede childrea sensitivity to brands as seftlevant A
rich arenaforresearch in the future is to understand precisely whabsesfdundational
capacities that‘are found in preschool children, and perhaps even infants, and how they
contribute to the developmental progression so elegantly set forth by John and Gihayglin.
generally, we cannot understand consumer behavior without a consideration of development
considered broadly (within people, communities, and over time).
Integration

Both Jehn and Chaplin’s and Oyserman’s contributions beautifully complement the basic
research'en. early concepts by considering the purposes to which these coeqaydtsfar
powerful. theme that emerges is the interactive nature of conceptual frataemdrcontext. The
commentaries discuss important elements that interact with essemield non-obvious
attributes, resulting in consequences for persuasion and motivation. Indeedehishe
dialogue refleets the type of conversations and collaborations we wish to see a®thearea
of developmental consumer behavimoves forwardIn this section, we highlight ways in which
both commentarieeflect the typs of integration we challenge others to take up, and point to
areas where more research is needed.

Oyserman’s emphasis @altural variation in what is essentializpdints tothe important
role of cultural.input. Although much research focuses exclusively on either wigaenhinow
or what adult®Xplicitly teach, we suggest thassan evolved fit between the expectations of the
child learnerand the implicit cues provided by social ot{s®s also Csibra & Gergely, @9).
This expectation is grounded in a theoretical and empirical framework in whidnechédre
highly sensitive and alert to cues from their environment to signal which categos

meaningful and selfelevant (Gelman, 2009; Rhodes & Gelman, 208@ial transmission,
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then, is a powerful tool through which children (and adults) come to learn and reason about the
world around them. An important question for the future is which cues or messages (bath expli
and implicit) informthis transmission proce§Selman & Roberts, 2017¢rowing evidence
suggests that the choices that adults make every day in interactions witrchage the
potential to.nudge children toward a range of different choices (e.g., Chestnuk&afa
2018). Forithisaeason, & critical thatresearchers carefully consider theltiple influences
among ‘children; adults, and their environment across time, which Osyerman’s resiggestss

John"and Chapliemphasize thahe non-obvious meaning of products and brands
requires a framework of thinking about social meaning, including caring about haw othe
perceive the self, and the symbolic meaning of brands, both of which undergo develbpmenta
changeWerare‘excited by thpossibility of studyinghis developmental process direetihat
is touse short-scale longitudinal methods (also known as ‘microgenetic’ methods) toh@obe t
mechanisms underlying the changes. For exampitewould be fascinatingp examine those
moments when values shift, as when an item (toy, product, brand, pop artist, or even fosd) spike
in popularitygand spreads through a social group or community. Recent work has developed
methodological tools for trackinte cultural transmission processeatttead tespread of ideas
across children within a social communiby, studyingdiffusion chains (e.g., Whiten & Flynn,
2010).

John and Chaplin also note that “the value of products for meeting one’s goals are not
necessarily inherent in the object, but are shaped by the ‘*hidden reality’ ah@mject helps
one attainan‘important goalWe agree wholeheartedionetheless, one interesting possibility
is thatchildrensmay misconstrue the source of this value. For example, recent work mtheate
children and adults alike are prey to an “inherence heuristic” whereby they mistakenly believe
thatproperties that are contingent (e.g., the result of historicghactural forces) armherent in
objects (e.g.,.orange juice is inherently wallted to be consumed at breakfast; pink is
inherently wellsuited to be worn by girls). It would be interestingetst whether a similar sort
of bias operates in childrenreason about products and brands. For example, when explaining
product valuegr the choices that people make,ydainger children assume thegrtain brands
are inherently worse than others, or (more troubling)gbaple who use a “lesser” brand do so
because they themselves are lesser in some way

Together, these commentaries exemplify the direction we find most exciting, which is
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bridging basic research on conceptual development in children, with pressiegrisgarding
motivation and consumer behar. These two research programs have similar motivations to
understand the developing decision-maker. Given the added richness afforded img apply
developmental approach, alsserved in their own work, there is increasing need to incorporate
both disciplinary approaches, moving forward. Researchers have a unique opporteaise to t
apart contributions of experience with other factors associated with consumagmbeand

allow for testing the robustness of theories generated with adult populatitwes temergence

early in life;"as'well as changes over the lifespan.
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