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�
Field observations of parents and children shopping together were analyzed to find out how their in-store behavior varied with the age of the child.  


The objective was to conceptualize the factors that influence in-store decisions, with an eye towards developing new marketing strategies which would target families with children of specific ages.  


This was a qualitative research project, insofar as it set out to generate new concepts, not to test a-priori ones.  But it differed from traditional qualitative research in using observational data rather than in-depth conversations with consumers, and in taking a rigorous approach to generating, refining and testing the newly emerging theory. 





A qualitative study based on observational data.


Observational field studies are uniquely suited to studying children shopping with their parents.  Interview-only designs are restricted to sampling peoples' verbalizations.  They are very well suited to shedding light on the thinking, overtly or covertly vocalized, that individuals invoke in their marketplace decisions.  The more articulate and introspective the respondents are, and the more focused and involved they are in the decision-making process, the more powerful the qualitative interview can be.


But there are times when non-intrusive observational methods may provide a more complete and accurate picture of the purchasing experience.  When the purchasing process is more impulsive than planned, when the shoppers are in groups,  attending to each other as much as to the shopping,  when the key players are children who incapable of introspective, verbal analysis (either during the shopping process or in subsequent interviews), it is unlikely that verbal interviewing would get an accurate or balanced picture of the factors that shape the consumers' behavior.  Children are spontaneous creatures, living in the here and now, unplanned, impulsive, dominated by their transitory mood states and steered by the physical stimulation of their immediate environments.  


To get a better understanding of the factors which so influence family purchasing, but which are so hard to find out about through verbal interviews,  this study turned its attention to the in-store environment, and it employed non-intrusive observational methods for studying what goes on there.


DATA


The data for this study were anecdotal narratives about parents and children shopping together, collected by members of the ARF's Children's Research Council who visited grocery and toy stores.  Posing as shoppers, they would wait in an aisle, watching for parents and children to travel down the aisle together.  On seeing a shopping party enter the aisle, they would estimate the child's age, record some basic information about the shoppers, and then take notes on what they said and did.  As soon as the party left the aisle, the observer would finish up the notes and wait until the next party appeared.


Two hundred records were collected.   Data were a convenience sample, gathered whenever the observers were in the store and parents came down the aisles with their children.  Although one could not, with confidence, extrapolate the quantitative patterns in these data to the population at large, the purposes of this study were qualitative.  The intent was to dig into the patterns of parent-child interactions, and to develop ways of conceptualizing what goes on.  For that, the sample served well.  Exhibit 1 shows some representative records.  


<<Insert Exhibit 1 here.>>





ANALYSIS


The analysis procedure followed the principles of Grounded Theory Development, a method for generating theory from case studies first articulated by Glaser & Strauss (1967), which has become an important tool in academic sociology and anthropology.  See Strauss & Corbin (1990) for a good background and introduction to this method of qualitative analysis and theory building.   Rust (1971, 1985) has extended the method to the study of a number of problems in consumer behavior. 


Grounded Theory Development brings structure to the inductive side of social science.  Hypotheses are generated, tested and refined through a systematic process of coding and re-coding of the original observations.  By keeping the researcher grounded in the raw observations, rather than getting locked into a pre-set matrix of scores or ratings, it avoids some of the built-in limitations of more traditional, deductive approaches. 





Hypothesis generation, or induction,  was done by contrasting the cases involving the very youngest children against those with the very oldest ones.  


Testing applied the hypothetical attribute definitions one at time to the whole data set: evaluating how well they differentiated old-child from young-child cases. 


Refinement was another inductive phase, rooted in study of the case records.  It relied on deviant case analysis: contrasting the deviant cases against the conforming ones, modifying the hypotheses to exclude as many of the deviants as possible, and   


Integration was accomplished by testing all of the hypotheses as a set, using a logistic regression model to identify the ones which made a unique contributions and dropping those which added nothing to our ability to predict the age of the children involved in each case. 





"Young" child cases were those involving children aged 5 and younger.  "Old" child cases involved children from 6 to 14.  There were 97 young child cases and 103 old child cases in the data set.


For keeping track of the records, searching through them, rating them vis a vis various attributes, and evaluating how closely they were associated with age of child, SOLID GROUND, a specialized text and data base program written by the author, was used.  Other programs, some commercially available, are reviewed in Fielding & Lee (Eds) (1991).





HYPOTHESIS GENERATION


The central question of the study was how the cases with older children differed from those with younger children. The analysis took the form of a search for attributes which would most consistently differentiate the old from young child cases.  


Rather than start the search by forming hypotheses before the field work and collecting data to confirm (or refute) them, Grounded Theory Development begins hypothesis generation with the cases themselves.  Using a strategy called "theoretical sampling," the analyst identifies a limited set of cases that highlight the distinction for which a theory is being sought --- in this case, age-of-child -- and uses them as the springboard for induction.  


Twenty four cases were chosen for analysis in the hypothesis-generation phase: 12 with very little kids (involving 2-3 year-olds) and 12 with relatively old ones (10-13 years old).  These were read over and over, and a list was made of hypotheses about how they might differ.  Those which consistently differentiated the old- from the young-child cases were carried on to the next phase. 


The number of cases to use in each high-contrast set is a compromise.  Too few cases increase the risks of false hypotheses (which fail when tested against the full data set) and of missed hypotheses (which would have showed up if a larger sample of cases had been contrasted).  But on the other hand, too many cases strain the channel capacity of the analyst, meaning that the sets can not be apprehended in their entirety, the induction process is hobbled, and the hypotheses tend to become piecemeal and erratic.   Contrast-sets of about 12 cases each appear to work well: they are small enough to be comprehensible yet large enough to get at the many of the major patterns underlying the data. 





HYPOTHESIS TESTING


For each hypothesized attribute, all 200 cases in the data set were content analyzed and classified.  A blind rating system was used: the rater had no clues as to the age of the child in a case before the attribute-rating was made.  This help shield the rater from "wishful thinking" and ensured that the classifications remained objective.


When the ratings were completed,  cross tabs were run to evaluate how well the attributes differentiated old from young child records.  


Some of the hypothesized attributes clearly identified young-child cases.  For example, 28% of the cases with kids under 6 involved some physical involvement with the product other than picking up or carrying it (such as poking or playing or consuming it), versus only 11% of the cases with older children.


Some attributes pointed to the older children.  For example, 27% of the observations of children over 5 demonstrated some sort of mutual discussion or compromise between mother and child, versus 10% among young-child cases.


Hypotheses which uncovered no trend at all were dropped from further consideration.





REFINING HYPOTHESES


If a hypothesis survived the full-sample evaluation, it was not automatically accepted in its original form.   Instead, an attempt was made to see if it could be improved -- modified to account better for the data -- via deviant case analysis.


An attribute's deviant cases were the ones it incorrectly accounted for: an old child case with a young-child attribute, for example.  The operational assumption of this analysis was that the problem probably lay in the definition: that the attribute was inaccurately or incompletely defined.   By going back to the case records and methodically contrasting the deviant cases with the conforming ones, systematic differences could often be found, and the definitions modified accordingly.





INTEGRATION


Taken one at a time, all of these attributes differentiated the cases by age with some degree of success.  But there were a number of overlaps, with two or more attributes pointing to many of the same cases. 


A Logistic Regression was run on the data to identify the smallest set of attributes that would differentiate the cases.  Five of the original attributes proved to add nothing to our overall ability to differentiate the ages of the children.  The ones which remained are listed in Table 1 and described in the following section.





FINAL LIST OF ATTRIBUTES


Pointing.   Young children were much more likely to point at products or other things in the store:  27% of the 97 young children's cases and 9% of the 103 old children's cases involved this attribute.   Pointing was not dependent on their riding in the shopping cart:  young children were more likely to point whether they were in the cart or walking.  Pointing gives younger children a way to indicate desire, even when they lack the symbolic skills or knowledge to communicate verbally.  


Child in cart. Not many kids older than age 6 rode around in or on the shopping cart.  Nearly a third of the children under 4 did so.  (31% of under 6's,  11% of 6 and overs)  This may not be a profound insight, but it has implications (considered later) that may be of importance to marketers.  .


Physical involvement.  Younger children were much more likely to exhibit some sort of physical involvement with products or displays or packaging ... over and above the functional contact involved in picking up a package and carrying it or putting it in the cart. (27% young, 11% old). Young kids would explore things tactually, play with them, open them, consume them or manipulate them in one way or another.  This was often done while sitting in the cart, but by no means always.  One little girl, for example, walked down the cereal aisle, systematically turning every box around backwards.  It appeared to be pure physical/sensory play.  


Parent firmly denies/ignores the child's request.  Although parents often turned down purchase requests, whatever the age of the asker,  they were more likely to be firm and unyielding with their younger children (35% young, 26% old).   Kids between 6 and 9 sometimes negotiated successfully,  following an initial turn-down.  With children aged 10 and older, parent acceptance appeared to be more automatic.  This may have been a function either of altered power relationships or of more educated children who knew ahead of time what mom would accept.  


Labeling.  A certain amount of the dialogue between parents and younger children in stores is involved in communicating the names of things. (12% young, 0% old). Name learning is a key developmental task of preschool children.  They are hungry to learn the names of everything around them, and parents appear eager to nurture them this way.  Research based on videotapes of children while they watch TV has shown that preschoolers consistently pay close attention whenever the TV material involves show-and-tell, or labeling  (Rust, 1971, 1985).  The store environment is full of objects to learn about, and as parents browse along with their little children, they spend a certain amount of time identifying the things around them.   


Teamwork.  Parent interactions with older children often reflected a degree of teamwork: a division of labor with coordination and communication between the members of the shopping party, and a set of shared objectives.  (20% of old, 5% of young child cases.)


Pre-planning.  Shopping with older children more often showed signs of prior planning (12% old, 1% young).  This sometimes showed up in the dialogue, when they would refer directly to prior conversations and intentions, and sometimes in the fact that the child would refer to a list, or bring out a coupon that had been saved for use on this trip.  


Reading.  Children aged 5 or under were never seen reading things, either on displays or packaging.  Although a number of 4 and 5 year olds in the population have some ability to read, the ones we saw were not spontaneously motivated to do so in the store environment.  A number of older children did orient to the text stimuli around them.  (7% old,  0% young.)





These eight attributes, taken as a set,  were correctly associated with the age of the children 77% of the time.





LOOKING FOR MARKETING IMPLICATIONS


This sort of qualitative analysis holds out special promise for marketers.  The conceptual structure that is embodied in the attribute definitions is not arbitrary.  It is firmly grounded in the consumers' behaviors -- optimized and tested as a conceptual framework to account for what they actually do.  As theory, it provides a structure for predicting how consumers will behave in new circumstances in the future.  As grounded theory, it provides some measure of assurance that those predictions will be correct.


A subsequent paper (Rust, in press) will consider some of the practical, marketing implications of the substantive findings.  An example is presented here.





Little children ride in carts, so.... 


To reach them, one might direct the information on the cart to the child inside.  Advertising information on the carts need not all be directed to the mom.  The child taking a ride is a captive, and sometimes restless, audience, hungry for focus and stimulation.  Many moms would be pleased to have their children concentrating on in-cart media, rather than having them bored and meddlesome and frustrated at their captivity.  There is an opportunity to communicate marketing information to the shopping party in such a way that it provides genuine benefits to both parent and child. 


Display products at cart height.  Although bottom shelves may be good for the walking or toddling child, children in carts may have a harder time seeing, or noticing, products there.


Incorporate the cart-riding child in advertising copy imagery.  If the copy scenarios echo the shopping scenarios, more shoppers (parents and children) are likely to make the link between ad and store.  


Give children packaging or promotional material that can keep them occupied inside the cart.


Make packaging and display materials stand out and be noticeable from a middle-of-the-aisle distance.   Children riding in carts are confronted with a staggering array of stimuli in the average toy or grocery store.   We know, from studies of child development, that little children have very limited abilities to scan broad arrays of novel stimuli and make much sense out of them.  Proportions are important, and recognizable elements are pivotal.  Faces, particularly those of familiar characters, are remarkably effective at getting noticed in cluttered environments.





RESEARCH CONSIDERATIONS


Observational research needs discipline.


Before going into the field, it is important to recognize that a complete description of what goes on is impossible to achieve.  If you wander into a behavioral space and write down all that hits you, you are not likely to produce scientifically useful data.  Your perceptual filters will be inconsistent and shifting.  If you are looking at parents and children, you are apt to notice things that relate to the custodial/control aspects of what goes on (stemming from your role as a nurturant/protective adult within the human family). And if you are coming in as a marketer, you are likely to put extreme focus on those behaviors that you believe to forecast the ultimate brand selection -- one consequence of which will be to only let you see things that confirm your implicit beliefs about what determines brand selections.  This kind of undisciplined observation is not likely to challenge your preconceptions, and so it functions less than optimally as a scientific tool.





Sometimes, checklists are helpful.


One way to avoid the problems of undisciplined observation (though not the one we choose here) is to set up a completely closed-ended coding scheme beforehand, and reduce data collection to a methodical check listing of the behavior that unfolds.  There are times when this is the right way to go.  Such times are comparable to the conditions in which you would do a survey study based on a closed-ended questionnaire.  The validity of such research depends on knowing exactly what questions to ask and how to ask them.





But sometimes you need concepts, not numbers. 


If the topic is something less narrowly defined, if the important variables are not clearly conceptualized, then a different approach is needed.   Grounded Theory Development bypasses the forcing of observations into pre-established codes, and uses observations instead as a stimulus for creating brand new codes - codes which, when refined through a sequence of repeated testing and modification, are "grounded" in the concrete data.  





Possibilities for future research


Do more with these data.  It would be a straightforward task to do more grounded analyses from this (or a similar) data base. One could look at other age breaks:  how to target the child over 9? what about children under 4?  


Compare dads with moms.   Fathers clearly differ from mothers in the ways they interact with their kids.  Are dads really pushovers?  How are they different?  Are there ways marketers could target dad/child shopping parties? 


Study gatekeeping.  A look at gate keeping dynamics would be interesting.  You could separate all the interactions where parents yielded from those where they hung tough and do an analysis of what was different about those cases. 


Hybrid designs.  Observational studies need not rely exclusively on passive measures.  They could certainly be set up with an intercept interview . . . either in the store (with the cooperation of the retailer) or in the street or parking lot .


Analyze open-ends.  The anecdotal records analyzed in this project  were short segments of text, typed in verbatim.  They are directly comparable to the verbatim responses to open-ended questions on questionnaires.  No modification of current procedure would be required to do a grounded analysis on open ends.   The research could be set up, for example, as a search for the attributes which differentiate the open-ends of trier-accepters from trier-rejectors.   


Most open-end coding is based on ad hoc, a priori codes.   The codes are selected either to tap some pre-existing theory of the marketer (e.g.,  mention of key benefits is presumed to be good,  inconsistency in brand labeling is presumed to be bad),  or to fit some formal requirements, like making sure that all phrases can get at least one code.  In my experience, scores based on such coding schemes seldom correlate closely to purchase-related variables, perhaps because they are insufficiently related to the psychological dynamics of the consumer.   Grounded Theory Development is a good way to get insights into what those dynamics might be.





Observational measures and grounded analysis can make unique contributions to qualitative research. 


Field observations have a richness to them that make them ideal for qualitative studies.  How people behave spontaneously  in the act of shopping or consuming products, is often different from the descriptions they give in interviews.   They are much more responsive to social and environmental stimuli than they are consciously aware.   And one way researchers can get a handle on all these influences (which are of paramount importance to marketers) is by observing the behaviors as they occur in the field.  


Perhaps the most useful distinction between qualitative and quantitative research is not in the style of data gathering, or in the degree of structure involved in questioning consumers, but rather in the purpose of the analysis.  All scientific statements have both a quantitative and a qualitative component:  something happens to some degree.  The quantitative component is an expression of the degree, the qualitative component is the definition of what it is that happens.  Quantitative research puts its emphasis on how often things happen, qualitative research puts its emphasis on what those things are. Qualitative researchers, in marketing, are the ones who keep the mind of the industry on track - providing the conceptual structure for understanding the consumer.


Grounded theory development can use both qualitative and quantitative inputs - as we did here - but its focus is on creating the most powerful conceptualizations possible - concepts that are grounded in the data.  In that sense, it is essentially qualitative research.  It has the potential to enhance the already great contribution that qualitative research makes to modern marketing. 


�Footnote





Thanks are due to all the committee members and their colleagues who made the observations on which this study is built.   It was clear from the narratives that the field observations provoked much good thought and not a little amusement.   Companies who lent their staff and resources were: Child Growth & Development:, Children's Television Workshop,  General Mills, General Foods, NPD, Langbourne Rust Research  and Sheridan Associates.   Observations were made by Ellen Sackoff,  Jean O'Connor,  Barbara Gussaway,  D.Welcher,  Allison McMorris,  Martha Montes,  Julie Seyfert,  Susanne Rust,  Ned Rust,  Susan Shannon,  Jessica Lash,  Karen Serrano,  Mary Rae Esposito,  Ann Marie Burgie,  Elaine Bourke,  Raisa Gilmartin,  Jayne Zimmy,  Scheila Jalayer,  Eva Coromilas,  Lee Nielsen,  Dan Zeccola,  Maryanne Pagano,  Roseanne Sheridan and a number of perhaps too-modest observers who provided us with observations complete in every way except for a record of their authorship.  
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�Exhibit 1.  Sample young-child and old-child data records.





Case #171 (Young Child)


Observer 	Julie


Store 		Supermarket:  Waldbaums, Mt Kisco, NY


Aisle:		Breakfast cereals


Shopping party:	1 Mother, 1 girl age 7, 1 boy age 1.  Both children in Cart.


		No shopping list visible, no coupons visible.


Field Observations:		


Party enters section, girl in bottom of cart, boy in top.  Girl immediately points to Count Chocula box and exclaims something to the effect of "Look at those eyes!"   Boy then joins in "Oh yes, lets get that one, can we get that one?"  Mom says something in Spanish as she picks up the box of Count Chocula.  Group talks in Spanish, a few things are said -- neutral in tone -- mom puts Count Chocula in cart and wheels away.


Field Thoughts:


Mom seemed willing to please, didn't look at side panels or anything.  Children were obviously drawn to the box and seemed to make decision solely on eyes on box.  Girl in bottom of cart less vocal than boy. (Count Chocula picture on the box had plastic piece over the face that made the eyes appear to move as the viewer walked by).





Case #49 (Old child)		


Observer 		S. Adragna


Store 			Supermarket:  Shoprite, ?, NJ


Aisle:			Breakfast cereals


Shopping party:		1 Mother, 1 girl age 12. No shopping list visible, coupons visible.





Daughter holds coupon for STRAWBERRY WHEAT SQUARES - obviously a planned purchase.  Coupon in hand, she searches the shelf, finds the brand, reaches for it on tip-toe off the top shelf, and continues holding it as they exit the aisle.





Case #25 (Young child)		


Observer 		L. Rust


Store 			Supermarket: Grand Union, Pleasantville, NY


Aisle:			Breakfast cereals


Shopping party:		Father, 1 boy 2 yrs


No cart visible.





Dad holding list, wanders up and down aisle.  Boy, too, independently.  Boy keeps turning boxes, looking at their backs.  Points at one.  Comments "Puzzle".  He passes FREAKIES - stops, says, "Neat!"  Tilts box back & forth looking at the hologram.  Dad exits aisle without taking anything - boy lingers, then skips along after.  Hear Dad in next aisle -- "Adam! Which do you want, one of these or these?"





Record #144 (Old child)


Observer		S Jahayer


Store 			Toy store: Toys R Us,


			Carleplace, NY


Aisle			Videogames


Shopping Party		Mom, 12 yr old daughter


No cart





A mother and a daughter walked into the Video Software section and the girl was looking for Tetris video.  She asked her mother, "Are these in alphabetical order?"  Then the mother said, "Yes, they should be."  Then the girl said, "Here, I got it." and the mother said, "Oh, is it $35?"  Then the girl took the video and they walked away.


�Table 1.  Preliminary hypotheses (partial list)





							1-5's		6-14's		Chisq


(base = number of cases)					(97)		(103)		


							- - - -  percents  - - - - 	


Physical involvement w product				27		11		9.4


Mutual discussion/compromise				10		27		8.6


Parent denies/ignores request				36		30		1.3





�
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