SOC 2172 – Creating Consumers
The Economy & the Status System
· In the early years of modernity, the key economic problem was supply – provide the relatively basic commodities at a price the masses could afford. 
· Henry Ford knew that if he could produce cheap, reliable cars he could sell them. 
· His lack of concern about the details of consumer demand is evidenced when he said “Any customer can have a car painted any color he wants, as long as it’s black.”
· It was largely b/c of his insensitivity to such issues that ford lost its pre-eminence to general motors. 
· As wealth increased, the limiting factor became demand – which b3ecame closely linked to desire. 
· Recessions & depressions occur b/c demand drops – not b/c of an inability to produce & supply goods & services. 
· In postmodern societies, maintaining consumer confidence & a steady demand is crucial – probably even more impt than disciplined labor & efficient technology. 
· Businesses do this through marketing & advertising. 
· Some of this is directed towards providing people w/ info about the price & practical utility of certain commodities. 
· Much more is directed at people’s status concerns – goods & services become valued as much for the status they bring the owner as for the utilitarian needs they meet. 
· These status preoccupations & social pressures are different from the need to feed one’s family. 
· Demand for consumer commodities must be created largely through obsolescence – some of this is created by innovation that makes new products & production technologies that are more efficient & effective than what was previously available. 
· Making products that are designed to wear out is another strategy
· American car companies accused of this from 1950-1980
· But this tactic has a fatal flaw – other companies may produce other quality goods & lure customers away, like the Japanese did. 
· A 3rd tactic is to turn a product into a status symbol. 
· Your identity becomes defined by the objects you display. 
· The more an item has status value, the more likely it is subject to the dynamics of fashion. 
· Fashion automatically creates obsolescence – as soon as most people have a particular item, it loses its distinctiveness & its status value. 
· In a postmodern society consumer society this 3rd factor has become central to sustaining consumer demand. 
· Hence, for many businesses it is essential for people to be deeply concerned about their social status. 
· Status must also be closely linked to the possession of consumer goods. 


 Businesses: Profiting From Teenagers
Scope of the Teenage Market 
· Teenagers often seek to maintain or enhance their status by the acquisition of fashionable status symbols. 
· According to Prof. James McNeal, there are 3 markets. 
· Children as a primary market spending their own money
· A signifiant influence on their parents’ spending. 
· A future market when they become adults. 
· All of these become more impt. As kids develop into adolescents. 
· Caveat on data for this topic – probably exaggerate rather than understate the scope & potential of this market & their abilities to shape the preferences of this age group. 
· Teens are a lucrative current market – the level of spending by 12-17 year olds is unprecedented. 
· They spend roughly 94 billion of their own money in 1998, up from 63 billion 4 years earlier. 
· Roughly comparable to the estimated direct initial cost of the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. 
· Teens also influence adult spending – advertisers have begun courting young consumers even for big-ticket, such as cars, vacations, etc. 
· Companies do this even though, obviously, kids can’t afford these items. 
· While they don’t see young people as the primary customer, they recognize that children have a major influence on which items their parents choose. 
· Perhaps most impt – teens seen as a crucial future market. 
· During adolescence, people develop the sense of identity they will draw on as adults. 
· This includes tastes & preferences likely to last a lifetime. 
· Music is an obvious example – typically, adults show nostalgia & loyalty about the music of their adolescence, even if they learn to appreciate a greater variety of musical styles. 
· Marketers are aware of this long-term impact of habits & taste developed in adolescence & are concerned to shape taste & brand loyalty during this period. 
Taking Aim at Teenagers
· b/c of the 3 markets outlined above, teens have become the target of massive marketing & advertising campaigns. 
· These campaigns shape their selection & use of a broad range of commodities. 
· Advertising is also a core feature of the symbolic milieu w/in which young people grow up – their very being & sense of the world is shaped by ads. 
· Advertisers pay a lot to reach young viewers. 
· Advertisers pay high rates to reach relatively small audiences b/c they are the most likely to consume their product. 
· Teenagers are willing to experiment w/ new products, so companies see them as customers whose loyalties are up for grabs. 
· Hook them on a brand now, & with any luck they will use it next century. 
· These companies not only advertise w/ the nature of their products, but also attempt to associate their products w/ cultural images that appeal to kids, such as the Flintstones, Disney Characters, superheroes, celebrities, etc. 
· Very few ad-free zones exist for adolescents, as marketing permeates TV, the internet, magazines, & even public schools
· EX – Channel 1 is a news channel targeted to teens, & advertisers pay $200 000 for a 30 second spot. 
· EX2 – Advertising products in schools may further heighten their credibility & impact. 
· In terms of theory & status relations, the legitimacy of advertisements is enhanced by their association w/ educational institutions. 
· In contrast, some postmodern theorists see advertising not as manipulation or even as a necessary nuisance, but as a central & legitimate part of contemporary popular culture. 
· Marketing & advertising are seen as an absolutely central feature of the symbolic landscape in contemporary culture – just as important in the lives of youth as books, movies, etc. 
· They reject the assumption that labor & productivity are positive & associated w/ responsibility, while consumption is associated w/ self-indulgence. 
· In the postmodern world, the core of one’s identity is tied less to the job that an individual does than to leisure activities. 
· Marketing to teens is not simply a way to temporarily influence their purchasing preferences – it’s a means of shaping how they define themselves & what constitutes an appropriate lifestyle for that self. 
· The more + view of advertising seems to be gaining ground among the public in general. 
· In addition to advertising, specialized products, services, & stores are being created to appeal to kids & adolescents – kids lines of shampoos, water bottles, etc. 
· EX – Vogue creating Teen Vogue. 
· There is little doubt that marketers work hard to shape & influence the choices of teens, but their success isn’t automatic – teens are not totally manipulated by the media; styles & products frequently fall flat when they simply do not think they are cool. 
· The “coolhunt” – marketing research efforts that provide an account of what kids want. 
· The uncertainty of what will be perceived as ‘cool’ is the primary reason that firms spend so much time & money on such research. 
· Pointing to these events is not to suggest that advertising & marketing are simply instruments of corporate manipulation, but they are neither just informational aids to consumer choice. 
· The crucial question is should these activities become an ever more central part of the experience & lives of our kids & teens? 
· To the degree that adults are concerned w/ the consumerism of teens, they usually blame the ‘usual suspects’ – the businesses that make products aimed @ teens & the marketers & advertisers that attempt to persuade adolescents to buy these. 
· But to understand both reasons for teen consumerism, & the patterns of behaviour characteristic of teens, we need to look beyond the usual suspects & consider the role of ‘un-indicted co-conspirators’ – teachers, public officials, & parents. 

Teachers, Officials, & Parents – Profiting in Other Ways
Constant Complaints & Lame Laments
· The notion of adolescence imply that this is a ‘difficult age’ – full of dangers & temptations for young people & frustrations for adults. 
· In most societies, adults bemoan younger people’s lack of respect for tradition & their impropriety. 
· Intergenerational conflict isn’t new, but it does seem more public & political than in previous periods of history. 
· Yet, despite almost half a century of complaints, few changes have occurred in the lives of adolescents. 
· They’re sent to school for 5 days a week, sorted by age, & supervised by their teachers. 
· AS school attendance & years of schooling increased, more & more young people have been kept in a state of postponed maturity for longer & longer. 
· This is likely to increase the importance of peers & decrease the significance of adults, resulting in behaviours that adults have long grumbled about. 
· When those w/ real power complain loud & long about the behaviour of their subordinates, w/o really doing anything, we need to ask why
· Often those in authority have a vested interest in the very patterns they bemoan. 
· More accurately, they are wed to patterns of social organization that make the forms of behaviour they lament likely if not inevitable. 
Cui Bono & Co-Dependence
· Cui bono = Latin for ‘who benefits’ 
· Co-dependence = mutual need; the dependence of 2 people, groups, or organizations or organisms on each other, esp. when this reinforces mutually harmful behaviour patterns. 
· Can refer to social dependence, not just psychological dependence. 
· Both terms are relevant to understanding the social patterns associated w/ teens in American society. 
· When patterns persist, this is usually b/c of the interests of various groups reinforce these arrangements. 
· Most ways of organizing humans result in both desirable outcomes & unwanted side effects. 
· Benefits seen as the result of the wisdom & efforts of one’s own group, & consequences are attributed to the failings of others. 
· Author believes this is the case for the behaviour of contemporary teens. 
· Next section focuses on 3 categories of adults that benefit from the existing patterns & the teenage students themselves
Students
· While many HS students are troubled & feel alienated, they are the minority - most students report that they are reasonably content, respect & appreciate their parents. 
· A small % of students work long hours to meet their school responsibilities, but the majority have a considerable amount of leisure time to spend w/ friends
· Students from low-income families often face economic hardships, but most young people have a significant amount of money to spend on themselves. 
· They may complain about the boredom of school & restraints placed on them by adults, but for the most part they realize that they have a pretty good life. 
· There is little social pressure from most adolescents to change the fundamental social arrangement that shapes their lives – extended years in school. 
· This does not deny that there are features of schools that many would like to see changed. 
Teachers & Public Officials
· Teachers, school admin, & public officials are rarely in favor of shrinking / changing the education system. 
· Politicians find supporting education attractive b/c it’s easier to promise a better future rather than changing the present. 
· Even supporters of educational vouchers usually assume that most young people will remain in school & taxes will pay for this. 
· In general, politicians, educational administrators, & teachers gain power & influence when the scope of the school system is increased. 
· Nearly everyone wants schools to be more effective, & most teachers work to accomplish this – better teaching, revised curricula, etc may help.
· But this doesn’t address the issue of youth cultures, which frequently resist adult visions of what should happen in schools. 
· Radically reducing adolescent autonomy, which makes youth cultures & resistance possible, would require a level of coercion & exclusion that isn’t available to teachers – even if they wanted to use it. 
· One or both if the following would need to happen; schools would have to become like prisons, or many students would have to be excluded from schools. 
· Financial & political costs would be huge\
· EX – de-institutionalization of the mentally ill has created thousands of homeless people. 
· Expelling all students who are not serious about their studies would have a much more dramatic impact on the job market & law & order of the city. 
· While our present schools often frustrate teachers & public officials, they are rarely in favor of a fundamental reorganization of education – instead they revise the curriculum. 
· These may change the students’ behaviours in modest ways, but they have little impact on the basic ways young people spend their lives. 
· More commonly, such reforms are taken in stride or ignored as young people care more about spending time w/ their friends. 
Parents
· Most parents love their children, want what’s best for them, & often make significant sacrifices on their behalf. 
· This doesn’t mean that parents do not indirectly benefit from the social arrangements that cause the kind of adolescent behaviour they criticize.
· One aspect of this might be called  leaving children
· Raising children is difficult & most parents are more than happy to see them go to school for most of the day. 
· Adults then have time to do other things w/ their lives
· However, working longer hours, divorces & fewer children, other activities interfering w/ family meals are likely to reduce child-parent contact & increase age segregation, although this means greater freedom for the parents. 
· “quality time” may create go9od emotional ties b/w parents & children, but it isn’t as substitute for a network of adults who know what their children & neighbors’ children are doing in the afternoon & evenings. 
· Checking by phone my help, but it isn’t the same as as actually being there. 
· Many kids & adolescents, good kids who love their parents, will still engage in risky behaviours if they can do so undetected. 
· Second adult behaviour may be indulging children
· Parents’ absence from their kids’ lives may be a source of guilt for a parent – one way to appease this is to spend money on them. 
· b/c parents have such a limited time w/ their kids, they don’t want to0 spend it arguing over whether to go to McD’s or BK, & give into their kids demands. 
· Using Children to display the family’s status is another way to reinforce teenage behaviour. 
· In general, today’s adults are too busy earning income to attend to many of the subtle fine points of showing off w/in local neighborhoods & communities. 
· Increasingly, their children are their status symbols. 
· Parents in many societies & historical periods have spent considerable time & resources to improve their family’s status by enhancing their children’s attractiveness to others.
· What is new is the kids are increasingly the key decision makers – they choose their peers & commodities, including major purchases like automobiles, needed to enhance status among their peers & family’s status in the community. 
· For parents w/ less time & opportunity to display their wealth, the kids eagerly take on this responsibility. 
· Last, parents contribute to the behaviour they object to in adolescents by copying teenagers
· Parents not only raise their own status by having attractive, successful teens, they raise their own by being like their teenagers. 
· Fitness & sexual attractiveness are valued in all societies, but they are esp. impt in contemporary society - & they are associated w/ being young. 
· Youthful body is the ideal
· If, however, parents gain status by being more like teenagers, it is difficult for them to exercise authority to change or shape the behaviours of those teenagers. 
· Most parents try to cope responsibly w/ the dilemma they face; maintaining their own status through displays of youthfulness & sexuality, & limiting & guiding the sexuality of their immature adolescents. 
· This is a fine & difficult line to walk – some parents have done this skillfully, but some have attempted to resolve this dilemma by helping their kids take on the characteristics of adults. 
· Results in juvenile parent w/ same concerns as their kid; fashion
Causation & Conspiracy 
· The structure of American secondary education – keeping teens in their own isolated world w/ little economic / political power & few non-school responsibilities, results in the status preoccupations of teens. 
· These status concerns, in turn, play a significant role in the development & maintenance of consumer capitalism. 
· The high school status system typically serves as the “opinion leader” in the lives of teenagers.
· The opinion leaders who mediate the influence of the mass media are largely the peers in HS crowds & cliques. 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Their role is more than being the forerunners in the adoption of images from the mass media – they also create new styles. 
· The producers for the adolescent market spend considerable time & effort observing & attempting to anticipate what HS opinion leaders will embrace as the next hot item. 
· Hence, it must be acknowledged that these adolescent status systems play a crucial role in the broader economy & society. 
· One of the reasons why HS status systems are so impt. To this process is that they are virtually a universal experience for American youth. 
· Virtually no American teenager is oblivious to this aspect of his/her social environment. 
· This occurs at a key point of identity formation & for most people is one of their most memorable experiences. 
· As a result, a strong desire to have the latest commodities & fashions is more likely to be seen as ‘normal’ rather than exceptional or objectionable. 
· The pervasiveness of the pursuit of status & its link to consumer commodities become taken for granted. 
· He’s not saying that HS status systems are essential for consumer capitalism – countries w/ diff. educational systems seem to be embracing consumerism as well. 
· He’s saying that impt. Contributing factors have been identified as well. 
· HS status systems have played an impt role in the development of consumer capitalism in the US
· More generally, there seems to be strong elective affinities b/w the interests of teachers, parents, & public officials & the status systems in high schools. 
· Consumer capitalism & HS status systems are highly compatible w/ one another. 
· If we want to understand the problems of teens & schools, we need to focus on how most adults behave in the context of our economic institutions. 
· We must examine the relative importance & status attributed to different roles. 

