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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 
 

 

Does responsible marketing to children make them confident and empowered 

consumers? 

 
“Responsible marketing shows children what there is out there; it develops their tastes and 

appetites for things. It helps them make choices and comparisons. It starts to get them to 

understand their powers and rights as consumers”. These were the words of Simon Marquis, 

Advertising Industry Consultant, proposing the motion ‘Responsible marketing to children 

makes them confident and empowered consumers’ at the Debating Group Debate at 

Portcullis House on 26 November 2007. The Debate was sponsored by the Direct Marketing 

Association and chaired by Tim Loughton MP, Shadow Minister for Children. 

 

Simon Marquis acknowledged that responsible marketing on its own does not make children 

confident and empowered. But it certainly helps. What responsible marketing to children cannot 

possibly do is to get them to eat too many burgers, or drink insane amounts of beer or vodka or take 

drugs or behave like aggressive thugs. It cannot make them do antisocial things or abuse their 

bodies with too much fatty food and sugary drinks. It cannot be held responsible for the growing 

problem of obesity which is accepted by pretty well all of us as an issue of total diet rather than 

individual foods.  Marketing can’t do these things because human beings, even quite small ones, 

can make choices. Simon Marquis cited his own 13 year-old son who hates fizzy drinks; he himself 

hates Ferrero Rocher chocolates. “If a sensible adult, or child, sees even quite a lot of ads for 

McDonalds does it follow that they will want to eat McDonalds exclusively and to excess? Of 

course not”. 

 

He stressed the other crucial, all-persuasive influence in children’s lives – responsible parents. For 

very small children, parents are the controllers and gatekeepers of everything that comes their way; 

for bigger children, of say 9-14, they are inspirers and educators and to adolescents, they are 

advisors and mentors and, of course, role models all the way through. “What sorts of parents”, 

asked Simon Marquis, “allow their children to eat so many crisps and fried meals and sit in front of 

the TV all day that they get obese? What sorts of parents allow their children to drink five cans of 

fizzy drink a day and don’t put them right? What sorts of parents allow their children to dictate to 

them what toys will be bought and what not? What sorts of parents permit their child to fill the 

supermarket trolley with all the wrong things and none of the right ones?” He suggested that they 

were the same sorts of parents who let their young children stay up late and watch post-watershed 

TV or when they get to 11 or 12 years old wander the streets making a nuisance of themselves. 

Proper, decent parenting is nothing to do with marketing (responsible or otherwise), politics, or with 

poverty or even with severe hardships like being a single parent – it is to do with bothering, being 

adult, and loving your children enough to do the right thing. The politically correct abhor this point 

of view: they prefer to blame anyone and anything except the people whose responsibility to protect 

and nurture their children it is – their parents. 
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Simon Marquis contended that parents make their children confident and empowered consumers to 

the tune of 90%. The remaining 10% is other things of which marketing is but one. These other 

influences include peer group tastes, schools, the media, and shopping. He went on to discuss how 

marketing does impact children and why that is not an irresponsible piece of exploitation but both a 

service and an education. There are, undeniably, products aimed at children: clothes, foods, comics, 

toys and games, TV shows, sweets, books, fun days out, etc. These are legal, in the main well-made 

products, designed to educate and entertain, or to feed and treat our children. It they do not fulfil 

these needs or indeed are perniciously bad for children, why do we allow them to be freely on sale? 

We don’t allow children to buy cigarettes or alcohol because they are harmful to them at that age. 

We don’t let them into violent films at the cinema until they are 18. We don’t let them loose at the 

wheel of a car until 17. Simon Marquis’ belief is that if products are legally and freely on sale they 

should be permitted to market themselves and to advertise. It is no more and no less than the right 

of the manufacturer to free speech. 

 

There are many checks and regulations that govern how the marketing and advertising of all 

products is done, not just those aimed at children. Advertising claims are subject to the law of the 

land, but also to a constantly evolving set of self-regulated codes, a system that pretty well everyone 

accepts works well. Very little escapes the eagle eye of the Advertising Standards Authority and so 

we rarely see an advertisement that offends or misleads. Compare the state of TV at the moment. 

Not a day goes by without some new revelation that it has mislead or cheated viewers of their 

money or gulled them into believing that what they see is what actually happened and not some 

fudge of the editing studio. Simon Marquis cited Blue Peter and The Tudors as examples of 

irresponsibility. “Do we hear cries for sex and violence to be banned on TV?” he asked. “Isn’t the 

legitimate promotion of goods and services to children rather tame by comparison?” He suggested 

that quite apart from being wrong, irresponsible marketing would be a complete own-goal, because 

children and certainly their parents will react against it. Cadbury’s promotion for school sports 

equipment was an example of a silly, rather than irresponsible campaign, because you’d have had to 

eat a mountain of chocolate to get a football! The Guardian carried the story and the promotion was 

pretty quickly dropped. Simon Marquis believes that the use of size zero models in marketing is 

irresponsible though that is not even targeted to children. He also believes that too much 

commercialism in schools, as well as the deluge of marketing young people by banks is 

irresponsible and should be stopped by the banks, the watchdogs and the schools. 

 

But responsible marketing – the free promotion of goods to children – is not a sin and there is no 

evidence that it harms them. It helps children to learn how to shop around for the best value and 

best price. It makes them think about what they like and what they don’t. And it entertains them, 

giving them a glimpse of creative communication techniques – an increasingly important life skill, 

so much so that schools often use advertising and marketing in class as part of learning how to 

communicate effectively. It is part of life in all-free societies and children should be gently 

introduced to it via the caring filter of their parents and the sensible direction of their schools. 

 

Responsible marketing is not just about the freedom of big companies to promote their wares to 

children in a suitable and appropriate way. It can also be a positive force for good. Simon Marquis 

cited the RSPB, the bird charity which gets children interested in birds and wildlife, conservation 

and sustainability. They produce a magazine, market bird-themed toys, promote school ecology 

trips and family birdwatch days. All these things are carefully planned, designed and targeted to be 

as effective as possible. This is responsible marketing and it introduces a new generation to 

important things like respecting wildlife and our environment. The role of good marketing is 

educating and enlightening our children. 

 

Simon Marquis, along with many others, abhors the erosion of childhood. But responsible 

marketing is not to blame. It is a convenient scapegoat and a soft target. The causes of this 

development are manifold – the media, some schools, the breakdown and lack of respect for family 

values and poor parenting. Whatever political persuasion you may be it is undeniable that our 
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society is not what is was. There is little to cling to that is familiar or enduring. While the 

marketing and advertising of goods and services and public service messages is not the problem, not 

even a problem for the state of childhood in this country, Simon Marquis concluded by suggesting 

that it could and can be part of the answer, promoting, for instance, healthier life styles, the 

avoidance of debt, how to stay off drugs and a responsible outlook on sex. “Responsible marketing 

can be a positive force for good in helping our children turn into decent adults, confident consumers 

and proper citizens”. 

 

Social recession 

 

Opposing the motion, Willie Sullivan, Vice-Chairman of Compass, commented that it assumes, 

without question the fact that being a confident empowered consumer is an obvious good. For many 

it has become more than an obvious good: it has become the pinnacle of human endeavour. He 

maintained that is why allowing the power of advertising to shape and condition our children is 

unhealthy and worrying. 

 

A crucial point in this debate is whether advertising is only about giving us information on choices 

we make in the marketplace or whether it affects and changes the way we understand and see the 

world and more importantly ourselves and each other. Advertising changes the behaviour of 

individuals. Advertising changes the actions of individuals in a pretty powerful manner and as every 

action is born in thought then we must also agree that it changes the way people think. 

 

The position of the advertising industry is predominantly to say that it is only about market 

information. Advertisers argue that advertising messages are just a case of stating this product has 

better features and is fitter for purpose than the next product. But advertising is seldom comparative 

in any meaningful way and it seldom has a top line message concerning the functionality of the 

product. Advertising, and therefore consumption, has become about identity and status, about who 

we are and about the lives we aspire to live. 

 

Advertising is also ubiquitous and becoming more so. In the UK we see, at a conservative estimate 

500 messages every day. Some people are concerned that we are heading for a future advertising 

presence like that depicted in the movie Minority Report, with screens everywhere. However, with 

screens already the focal point of most private homes and in many children’s bedrooms the further 

colonization of public space by the market is an issue of consolidation not a revolutionary step 

forward. 

 

Willie Sullivan put forward two propositions: (1) that advertising relies on influencing our 

perception and insecurities and hopes about ourselves. It sells us an idea of ‘the good life’ and 

therefore ‘not a good life’. (2) that advertising is everywhere to the extent that it physically forms 

our world as well as being a large feature in the landscape of our minds. He contended that each of 

these on their own might not be overly concerning, but combined, this powerful omni-presence 

reminded him of his Jesuit education: ‘give me the boy of six and I will give you the man’. 

 

Those who argue for the question believe that if we give our children to the market, there will be 

positive societal results – we will produce good consumers. “But what”, asked Willie Sullivan, “if 

the production of good consumers is itself antagonistic to the production of good citizens – and 

importantly, happy children”. 

 

In arguing that advertising affects us at a fundamental level, Willie Sullivan attempted to define 

human nature and to identify what it is to be human. He suggested we have to varying degrees, 

aspirations in social, material and sexual fields. We require social status, relationships and the 

respect of our peers. We require material security and we have sexual needs and wants. Some of us 

also believe there is a spiritual element to humanity – perhaps where truth, beauty and love reside. 



 4 

In all these areas we have desires and fears: desires for what we want and fears for what we might 

lose or might not get. And these are the basic buttons that advertising pushes. 

 

Most societies have always given high status to those who create wealth, but the crossover between 

material security, social status and sexual success have become increasingly blurred by the need to 

sell products. According to Willie Sullivan, it is the heightening of these responses and the dulling 

of others which is of concern. The key messages of advertising communicated through powerful 

images of setting and context as well as language are that consuming a particular product will make 

you more popular, sexy and cool and not having it will make you less so. Advertising sensitizes and 

accentuates our desires and fears in a way that amplifies the role of the material in our social, sexual 

and spiritual aspirations. It seemed to him that such a dominant cultural focus on material 

acquisition has caused other parts of what it is to be human to atrophy through neglect. So values 

such as caring, honour, integrity, respect, honesty, trust and service have become devalued because 

in the ‘get more stuff game’ they are at best neutral and they may even put you at a disadvantage. 

They are pushed out by the dominance of other priorities – individualism, competition, status 

awarded through consumption and identity conferred by what we own and buy. Willie Sullivan 

argued that we are now starting to see the effects of that value disregard on our society. We are in, 

what Compass has described in its book Good Society, a ‘social recession’. He believes that values 

such as trust, integrity, service and caring are the values that help us live together in a rewarding 

and fulfilling way. Without them our relationships to each other are diminished and in many cases 

start to break down. We see higher levels of mental illness, particularly in children. We see young 

people who don’t have the resources to obtain status through consumption turn to crime in order to 

get the resources. We see drugs and alcohol increasingly used as analgesics against the 

pointlessness of it all or against the inability to succeed on terms dictated by the market. He argued 

that this dominance of market values over social values has led us into a social recession. And 

advertising is the main, although sometimes unconscious, propagandist for those values. 

 

Perhaps the most distressing result of a market view of the world is that we seem to have forgotten 

that we are predominantly social beings.  

 

The power to shape values is of course most influential when aimed at children and as a long-term 

strategy it is highly effective. Because as each generation becomes more attuned to consumption 

and the mores of the market, parents see little wrong with what have now become their values, 

being sold to their children through an advertiser’s view of the ‘good life’. 

 

The motion assumes that we want our children to become better consumers and if advertising helps 

them to do that then it must be a good thing. In Sweden where it is unlawful to advertise to children 

under 12 it is thought obscene and immoral to try and manipulate youngsters to buy products. 

 

Willie Sullivan quoted Nancy Shalek President of the successful LA advertising agency Shalek:  

 
Advertising at its best is making people feel that without their product, you’re a loser. Kids are very sensitive to that. If 

you tell them to buy something they are resistant. But if you tell them they’ll be a dork if they don’t, you’ve got their 

attention. You open up emotional vulnerabilities and it’s very easy to do with kids because they are the most 

emotionally vulnerable”. 

 

Willie Sullivan concluded, “It seems we don’t make our children more confident, empowered 

consumers without costs. This targeting of children, this grooming for consumption has 

consequences”. He asked, “Is it worth it?” 

 

Fads and fashions 

 

Seconding the motion, David Hawtin, Director General, The British Toy & Hobby Association, 

dealt with the motion from the perspective of his experience of the toy industry. He pointed out that 
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it is a heavily regulated industry aware of its corporate and social responsibility because children 

are its customers. 

 

He cited the career of Frank Hornby, who for products such as Meccano and Dinky toys had used 

the tools of marketing and advertising very successfully. Playing with Meccano fostered a love of 

model-making, becoming a tool for grown-up engineers, scientists, architects, inventors and 

designers, working on early computers, robots, vehicle components and buildings. Hornby’s record 

has not been repeated with conspicuous success. In the late 1970s a Price Commission report on the 

toy industry noted that the return on capital was well below average and the risk of failure high. 

This is because the toy industry has become a fashion industry, as is the case with clothes and 

music. 

 

Many parents worry about the degree of importance that children attach to something that may only 

be in fashion for a few months, when their child comes home in tears because he or she is the only 

child without a certain brand of trainers or the latest action figure doll. 

 

Such fashions in youth culture are not new, indeed they often define a whole generation whether 

Mods and Rockers, Punk or Grunge.  The difference today is that the increase in the availability of 

consumer goods such as toys and the widespread use of media such as TV has made us more aware 

of these fads. The pressure to adopt a certain lifestyle or possess a specific product starts at a 

younger age than ever before. 

 

The urge to be liked, to belong to a group, is a great human need. It is particularly strong in the 

young, who are, as yet, too inexperienced to strike out on their own, be judged on their own 

accomplishments and thus risk alienation from the crowd. Imitating popular children – their dress, 

toys, musical tastes etc. – is one way to belong. Many believe that advertising is the root of all fads, 

but this is not actually the case. The popularity of POGs, Tamagotchis, Cabbage Patch dolls and 

Pokemon, for example, was established long before any advertising appeared for these products. 

Advertisers may later capitalize on youth fads, but they are not necessarily responsible for creating 

them. Youngsters create these fads amongst themselves. If a popular child wears a particular brand 

of clothing, sports a certain hairstyle or plays with a certain toy this can be the start of a local, 

sometimes national, fad. This happened with the sudden craze for Yo-Yos which started and also 

stopped virtually overnight. Peer pressure is an extremely strong force which begins once a child 

starts to mix with other children. Today’s children have a greater awareness of new products 

because they socialise with other children at a much earlier age in pre-schools and crèches and they 

are exposed to a great deal of TV. 

 

Advertisements are not intrinsically harmful, but they are ubiquitous. David Hawtin cited a member 

of the National Toy Council who, when travelling from his home in Utrecht, decided to count all 

the advertisements he saw en route to London. He gave up at 1,000. So the sooner children are 

taught how to handle all kinds of media, including new media, the better. Parents, guardians and 

teachers need to bring the subject of marketing out into the open and talk to children about it, 

especially to very young children who need to know, for example, when advertisements on TV start 

and stop. Above all, children should learn that advertisers, like politicians and churchmen, are 

engaged in biased speech. So they are getting some, but not all of the information needed to make 

informed choices. 

 

Fortunately advertising in the UK has a distinguished record in balancing the needs of consumers 

and advertisers with appropriately strict provisions to protect children. The long-standing BTHA 

code of practice covering safety compliance, counterfeiting, the marketing of toy guns and working 

conditions in suppliers’ factories also invokes the well-understood principle that advertising of toys 

in whatever form is legal, decent, honest and truthful. 

 

Parent/child relationships 



 6 

 

Seconding the opposition, Mary Macleod, CEO, National Family and Parenting Institute, 

commented that the debate turns on the meaning of ‘responsible’. Would we know it if we saw it? 

What would be left out? Who would judge? And how would this brave new world of marketing be 

brought about?  

 

She contended that if we take the woolly adjectives out, the proposition tells the story: marketing to 

children makes them consumers.  

 

As parents, the messages we get all the time suggest we should be in charge and we wonder why we 

are not. We are baffled by our lack of authority. But according to Mary Macleod, we shouldn’t be. 

We cannot keep the outside world and its influence out of our houses and we don’t control the 

screens or the streets, or our children’s desires. Children become the agents within the household of 

the market forces outside it. 

 

Anyone who has tangled with a toddler at feeding time knows that the relationship between parents, 

children and food is complicated. “Anyone who had tried to detach a boy from his play station or a 

girl from her shopping – just to be unreconstructed about gender for a moment – or walk past the 

supermarket shelves without loading up with crisps or sweets or Pingu toothpaste, will know that 

getting between children and the object of their desires is a highly skilled endeavour”. 

 

Children want to love their parents but they also want to frustrate them. They have to want to 

frustrate their parents in order to grow up. This is what marketers understand so well when they 

devise marketing strategies, ads, viral marketing – all about constructing and targeting desire. The 

longings, aspirations and fears of fathers and mothers and children are an open book to them. They 

know how to play on children’s interest in taking risks, their need to be oppositional. They know 

they are involved in influencing complicated relationships. They know parents can be induced into 

wanting things for their children that are not good for them. Their desire to give pleasure is easily 

organised and managed to make them prey to Turkey Twizzlers or boob tubes or the latest new 

Playstation. That is why millions are spent finding out what makes children and their fathers and 

mothers tick. 

 

There are few places less free than children’s playgrounds and school. Competition starts here. 

Children are trapped in a set of relationships that lend themselves to influence, rivalry and pressure. 

Their vulnerability and youth make them more susceptible and less aware of the guile being used. 

But desire and seduction are not easily defeated by awareness – as many us know only too well. 

 

Marketing to children is a grooming process – children are groomed into being consumers; peer 

group desires are engendered – for children hate to be outsiders; and this drives them to pester 

parents to get what they want. 

 

Mary Macleod quoted a Kellogg’s recruitment ad from a few years ago which included the 

following: 

 
“Coco Pops, Fruit Wonders, Cereal & Milk Bars and Frosties are just a few of the fun brands you will need to get under 

the skin of in this role. Here you will spend your time understanding kids, finding out what interests them, establishing 

which other brands they associate with and appreciating the realms of pester power”. 

 

It would be hard to be quite as brazen these days in a job advert, nor quite as nakedly cynical about 

what is going on. But essentially the job remains the same. Companies strive to establish brand 

loyalty at an early age, conducting focus groups with children to ensure they know exactly how to 

get them hooked. People are invited, manipulated and primed in every way possible through 

branding, products (some like Alco pops developed precisely to target girls), product placement – 

all getting children to want things that are not good for them. The marketers then say, ‘It is up to 

you – you have choice’, while reducing, all the time, the possibility of exercising choice. 
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The marketing industry says there is always an ‘off’ button – parents can say ‘no’. But Mary 

Macleod contended that arguments and tears take pleasure from family life. In a survey carried out 

by her organisation 84% of parents thought companies targeted children too much. 

 

She quoted the amount of money spent on advertising and marketing: 

 

• In 2001, advertisers spent £161 million selling chocolate and sweets in the UK, much 

directed at children 

• £34 million spent on ads for crisps and snacks 

• £1.9 billion: the value of the UK toy market 

• £32 million made by the BBC from tweenies franchising in 00/02 

• As one TV or cinema franchise or football strip goes, another is produced. 

 

We hear a great deal about how families are changing. This new landscape of family life offers 

more opportunities for exploitation. A new fear for children has transformed the way children are 

cared for. We are risk averse in a way our generation’s parents would have been astounded by. ‘Go 

out and play’ is much less of an option for parents. The fortress family lives indoors: children are an 

easy prey for toy marketing. More democratic involvement of children in family life over decisions 

on holidays, food, clothes and consumables provides a giant marketing opportunity. 

 

Mary Macleod asked why we need specific marketing to children to show how marketing works. 

“We don’t think we need children to experience sex to be educated about sex and sexuality; we 

don’t think we need to make them drunk to teach them about alcohol; we don’t think we need to 

make them ill to teach them about health. Why do we need to market to them to teach them about 

how marketing works so they can resist its more corrupting influences? We could show them adult 

ads in schools and help them to deconstruct them”. 

 

The majority of children and young people in the UK are doing well, but some are not. There is 

clear evidence of an increase in children’s mental health difficulties; there is a worsening of health 

and achievement inequalities and evidence of more risky behaviour e.g. obesity, binge drinking and 

drug use among young people, 

 

Upward and downwards trends are not down to one specific cause but the interaction of many 

changes and many factors. But Mary Macleod maintained that it would be odd if marketing was not 

part of the picture, given its influence on identity and self-esteem. Parents certainly think so. They 

see ubiquitous marketing in a culture that emphasises competition, celebrity and lifestyle values 

having a profound impact on children – on body image, aspiration and position with their peers. 

 

We are in the middle of a revolution in government and in public debate on the family. ‘Family’ has 

risen up the political agenda. It holds a place in policy thinking that would have been unthinkable 

even 10 years ago. All UK political parties now accept the connection between social wellbeing and 

family wellbeing. We see families having a key role not only in raising children but also in building 

neighbourhoods and the kinds of communities that we want to live in. Public policy is built on a 

belief that the relationships we have with each other at home are not only private but have a 

profound public impact. But there is much less policy focus on the way public relationships and 

their conduct – between state, media, business and family – affect family relationships.  

 

Knowing that mosquitoes and malaria are connected is not enough to help us tackle malaria – we 

need to understand all the processes of transmission and we need to understand the ecosystem 

within which mosquitoes and malaria thrive. So too we need to understand the eco-system within 

which parents raise their children. We need to understand what is going on in the cultural 

bloodstream. 
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Family relationships are not lived in a vacuum. They are lived within an environment that helps or 

hinders – the less easily defined, nebulous, cultural environment too. According to Mary Macleod, 

to say that children can be empowered is a spurious argument, denying absolutely the power of 

marketing to prime, to seduce not only children but also the industry itself and its employees.  We 

seem to have become afflicted by a poverty of the spirit and the imagination that allows us to delude 

ourselves about what is right. This is a distortion of thinking and understanding: what William 

Blake termed ‘mind-forg’d manacles’. Our ideas, our imagination are shackled, corrupted by the 

culture of acceptance so we don’t even see what is wrong.  She concluded that the marketing 

industry has lost its perspective – distorted thinking has become so routine, so everyday, that good 

people do not know when we are involved in something wrong. “It is our sensitivity to children that 

makes us most human and humane. So I urge you to take responsibility along with parents to act 

well for children and vote against the proposition”. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

For the motion 

 

• The contributor pointed out that we do not live in a perfect world, but she was flabbergasted 

by the language and analogies used by the last speaker. To compare adverting with malaria 

is going too far. 

We live in a free economy and the best world ever. The opposition had reduced the 

argument, not to marketing to children but to consumerism as such. 

We aim to educate children about what media literacy is. Parental responsibility must not be 

abdicated. Nor should we suffer from those who wish to curtail freedom of expression. 

If you put children in bubbles it is a disservice to them and to society. 

• The contributor pointed out that self-regulation is used to protect children from harmful 

advertising. Advertising helped him to learn to read. Reading advertisements for alcohol had 

not turned him into an alcoholic. If you defer the lessons of advertising you have problems 

later. 

He sensed a huge discrepancy between the proposers and opposers of the motion. He did not 

recognise the children depicted by the opposition and pointed out that Turkey Twizzlers 

were fed to children by the state in schools, rather than advertised. He commented that we 

have seen places where utopia has been tried out and societies which attempt to get rid of 

advertising and free speech. If this is the new hedonism described by Willie Sullivan, he 

asked if we could stick to the old hedonism 

• The contributor noted that the Chairman had studied archaeology. If archaeology tells us 

anything about human beings, it is that human beings have always been consumers. He 

believed that Willie Sullivan was confusing collating and cause. Our social connections are 

eroding for all sorts of reasons. Children would not be growing up if they did not have a 

certain amount of conflict. But you could not blame the advertisers. Advertising to children 

is part of our culture. It has a modest effect. Advertising is there, but it is not equivalent to 

peer pressure. Advertising dos not cause obesity or drug addiction. 

 

Against the motion 

 

• The contributor quoted research from neuroscience and psychology to show that most 

advertising to children works on an emotional rather than a cognitive level. According to 

this research the ability to recognise advertising as such has very little influence on 

behaviour and attitude. What children say about how they will behave is not the same as 

their actual behaviour. Advertising works at an unconscious, implicit level. 

A review of over 50 studies in Australia had shown that older children are influenced by 

advertisements and product placements. The ability to understand how advertising works 

required sophisticated cognitive understanding and concentrating skills. Although the 
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advertising industry had criticised Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders she maintained 

that advertising works starkly through the unconscious. 

 

Undecided 

 

• The contributor suggested that one person’s responsible marketing was another’s 

irresponsible marketing. He believed that alcopops and vending machines are irresponsible. 

Sometimes marketers turn a blind eye as to where their products end up e.g. a good deal of 

cigarette marketing has been associated with sport. 

Somewhere in the middle is the truth. Responsible advertisers would not advertise ‘pester 

power’ products until after the watershed. At the time when Hornby marketed his toys, there 

was no TV advertising in the home. Products such as Meccano and Dinky toys did no harm. 

He was not so sure about such products as make-up for young girls, which was clearly 

aimed at very young children. 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition, Willie Sullivan argued that freedom is a balance and we have to 

weigh corporate freedom against individual freedom. Individuals and parents have choice, but he 

maintained that the balance was not fair. What are people’s motivations? Where do corporations’ 

responsibilities lie: to society or to their shareholders? 

 

Business is a strategic thing. Is the strategic imperative to make the next generation of consumers 

resistant to the needs of the market or to make them compliant? Willie Sullivan argued that the 

argument that exposing children to advertising makes them media savvy, improves their critical 

faculties and allows them to deal with the pressures of a marketised society is wrong. He and Mary 

Macleod had demonstrated that advertising pushes buttons of desire and of emotional and social 

vulnerability. If you keep pushing the emotion button what actually happens is a softening up, 

preparing children to react to messages that make them anxious about status and success. 

 

Markets work to serve their own interests and this is fine when those interests are the same as those 

of societies. For instance no one is in charge of the bread supply in London but it seems to work 

OK. The invisible hand is in operation. As the economist Milton Friedman said, markets are ‘like 

the wind and the tide: they are forces of nature’. So it is inevitable that markets left to their own 

devices will try to act in a way that makes future generations better consumers. But we must look 

closely at the unintended consequences of this and make sure that the interests of the market in 

creating better consumers is regulated so that it coincides with the interests of society and that we 

can begin to reverse the social recession. 

 

Do all the great products, toys, games etc. provided by the market make our children’s lives so 

much richer and happier? Willie Sullivan’s daughter has a richer experience playing in a pond with 

her friends, than playing with her toys. 

 

We have used material things to fulfil parts of what it is to be human. Children don’t need the latest 

trainers; they need respect. They don’t need wardrobes of clothes; they need to feel loved and they 

need excitement and variety and beauty. Children don’t need electronic equipment; they need 

fellowship and something fun and worthwhile to do with their time. People need identity, 

community, challenge, acknowledgement, success, love and joy. To try to fill those needs with 

material things is to set up an unquenchable appetite for false solutions to real and never-satisfied 

problems.  A society which can admit and articulate its non-material needs would provide much 

higher levels of human fulfilment. An important step in helping that kind of society to develop is in 

giving our children the space to find these things within themselves and those around them. Willie 

Sullivan concluded, “Let us ask the market to back off a little and let our children become children 

first and consumers later”. 
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Summing up for the motion Simon Marquis stressed that he agreed with the values that Willie 

Sullivan expounded. They were more important to people as human beings than material 

possessions. He assured the opposition that their hearts were in the same place. Nonetheless it was 

wrong to say that advertising and marketing (and they were not interchangeable processes) were to 

blame for people’s sense of values. Responsible marketing is about developing, designing and 

providing things to meet people’s needs. He wished it was as powerful as the opposition suggested. 

The truth is that the impact of advertising is not so strong. People do not change against their will, 

even in the case of children. The key word is ‘responsible’. It is easy to be irresponsible. But 

advertising does not work like Jesuit teaching, even if it is ubiquitous. 

 

Simon Marquis remarked that when he watched TV with his children, they discussed the 

advertising. A great deal of it does not make the sort of impact that the opposers of the motion 

suggest. 

 

He was not convinced that bans would have the effect of reducing ‘pester power’. Children would 

still pester their parents, even without advertising. He supported responsible advertising. Bringing 

children up to be good citizens and good consumers is preferable to banning adverts. 

 

The result 

 

The motion was carried. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 28th May 2008, sponsored by RadioCentre. Details from 

the Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 8994 9177) e-mail: 

dblythe@varinternational.com     

 

 

 

 

 


