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Introduction

Consumer educators in Illinois and other states help students
develop competencies in decision-making and critical thinking. They
also teach concepts related to installment purchasing and comparison
shopping for a variety of goods and services. Yet many teachers may
fail toinclude two important concepts in their curricula: 1) the part that
families play in socializing their young people into the consumer role,
and 2) the developmental stage of the adolescent, particularly in
relation to interaction with the family of origin. This article discusses
consumer socialization and adolescent development, reports the
findings of a study of adolescent and parental values, and suggests

ways that teachers might develop a partnership between the school
and family in consumer education.

A Model of Consumer Socialization

Several researchers haveused the term “consumer socialization”
to describe the process by which persons, particularly children and
youth, learn their consumer roles. Most definitions of consumer
socialization recognize the multidimensionality of the concept and
include both social and psychological factors. Ward [9, p. 2] defined
consumer socialization as “processes by which young people acquire
skills, knowledge, and attitudes relevant to their effective functioning
as consumers in the marketplace.”

Moschis [2] discussed consumer socialization in a life-span
perspective including both cognitions and behaviors. He proposed a
conceptual model of consumer behavior that included four major
influences on consumerbehavior 1) socioculturalfactors such as social
structures and personal developmental factors; 2) contextual variables
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surrounding the purchase decision and product characteristics; 3)
interpersonal processes including the informal groups of the famlly
and peers as well as commercial sources fron.\ the mass r.nedla and
salespeople; and 4) intrapersonal factors within the individual. The
socializing agents involved in this process included both formal and
informal organizations. Formal agents included schools and mass
media while informal organizations included the family and peers.
The 1968 1llinois Consumer Education mandate [8] recognizes
the importance of the school in consumer socialization. Typically
consumer educators include the role of mass media and the influence
of peersin theirdiscussions. Lessattention may begivento therole that
families play in the process. Families are primary agents of consumer
socialization because parents teach and model attitudes and yalues
thatinfluence the youth’s understandingof theworld and are manifested
in consumer behaviors during adolescence and later in life [2]. One
study [7] reported that employed adolescents who saved highe;r
percentages of their earnings had parents who saved part of their
income regularly and planned for the use of their money. McNeal [4]
emphasized that the quality and quantity of intentional parental
involvement in the consumer socialization process vary widely.

Adolescent Development

In a model of consumer socialization, Moschis [2] described the
intrapersonal factorsinvolved inadolescent development. Adolescence
is a time of “growing up” and transition where the youth is.no longer
a child but not yet an adult and experiences physical, emotxox}al, apd
cognitive changes [3]. Erickson [1] stressed the importance of identity
formation during this period. The person’s value systemis clo:sely tied
to identity formation and guides one’s behavior, including actionsas a
consumer.

An adolescent is also developing the ability to think more
abstractly. Over the span of the teenage years, a cognitive shift occurs
and adolescents become more adept in thinking not only about whatis
butalso about what might have been. Eventually, they can think about
different options for the future [5]. Erickson [1]and others emphasize
that development occurs within the social context. Thus acceptable
behaviors as well as consumer socialization vary among cultural and
socioeconomic groups.

High school students are also in the process of separating from
family. At this developmental stage both the adolescent and his/ l.\er
parents are attempting to achieve a delicate balance between holding
onand letting go. Earlier experiences and value orientations are part
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of the youth’s understanding of the world and are played out as the
adolescentexperiments with various adultroles, including theconsumer
role.

Thus, it would be helpful to consumer educators to learn more
abouthow adolescents’ interactions with parents influence the youth’s
adoptionof consumerroles. Therefore, theinvestigatorsexamined one
dimension of the role of the family in the consumer socialization
process, specifically the relationship between the economic value
orientations of adolescents and their parents.

Methodology

A survey was conducted during July 1988 among high school
students and their parents in a small midwestern community. High
school juniors and seniors were the subjects because they have had
opportunities to experience their consumer roles. One would expect
that spending and financial management patterns would be different
for older students as they leave home for college or become financially
independent.

The researchers identified names of students from the high
school yearbook, drew a random sample of students from each class,
and located telephone numbers for the selected students in the local
telephone directory. Researchers telephoned each household and
invited participation in the study. Twenty-eight households were
contacted, 26 agreed to participate, and 16 households returned the
completed questionnaires (76 percent response rate). There were 38
respondents including 16 adolescents, 11 mothers, and 11 fathers. The
adolescents included 11 (69 percent) males and 5 (31 percent) females.

Households in the sample were white and included 19 percent
divorced and 81 percent married-couple families. Eighty-one percent
of the married-couple families had two earners. Based on income,
homeownership, and occupation, sample households could be
considered middle-upper socioeconomic status.

Each household who agreed to participate received a packet
containing a student questionnaire, a family questionnaire to be
completed by a parent, and an economic values instrument for the
adolescent and his/her parents. Student and family questionnaires
asked questions regarding employment status, money management
and spending patterns, and demographic variables.

The economic values instrument was adapted from the Price
economic values instrument [6], with Dr. Price’s assistance. The values
instrument classifies the respondent’s economic values in one of five
categories: self-actualization (money is used to promote self
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development), faith (money problems will.work themsglves out),
prestige (money is used to purchase prestige items), security (money
is accumulated to achieve security), and self-indulgence (p\oney is
used to meet urgent wants). Responses to the economic values
instrument were used to classify each student and parent asone of the
five types. The primary and secondary value orientations were noted
for each participant.
Results

Security or self-actualization was the primary economic value
orientation of the majority (31 or 82 percent) of the respondents (Table
1). Those classified with a security orientation viewed money as a
means to achieve financial stability while those witha self-actualization
orientation viewed money as an avenue to self-development. The
congruence in orientations may reflect the homogeneity of the
socioeconomic status of families in the study.

In 19 percent of the families, mother, father, and teen shared_ t_he
same primary value orientation. Another 13 percent of the families
reported agreement between one parent and the adolescent on the
primary valueorientation. For 88 percentof thefamilies, the a@olesc.ent
shared either the primary or secondary economic value orientation
with at least one parent.

Table 1. Value Orientations of Individual Family Members (N=38)

Value Classifications 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd

Security 8 4
Self-actualization 3 7
Self indulgence 4 2
Prestige 1 3
Faith 0 0

Conclusions

The group of adolescents and parents surveye'd in th‘is §tudy
reported remarkably similar economic value orientations within the
white middle-upper-class family units included in the study. These
findings support consumer socialization theories and other empirical
studies.
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Itisnot known why value orientations were so similar among the
families. The similarity may reflect the common economic status of
survey respondents or acommunity standard. It may also relate to the
economic prosperity experienced in the summer of 1988 or reflect
midwestern values. Further study with a larger and more diverse
sample could aid in understanding the value orientations of other
families.

Implications for Consumer Educators

Inclusion of the family as a socializing agent and knowledge of
adolescentdevelopment canenrich consumer education. Teacherscan
plan activities that help students to recognize and understand the
influence that their families have on their beliefs and actions.

To increase awareness of familial influences, activities should
incorporate information fromstudents and their parents. Suchactivities
will help students understand that they are not alone and that each
family has uniquefinancial challenges. A panelof guest speakerscould
include adolescents or adult children and their parents. Past class
members might be willing to participate in the panel.

Students could interview family members including parents,
grandparents, aunts and uncles, and siblings. The interview format
might focus on beliefs regarding money and money management
practices. Confidentiality may be critical in this activity because many
families feel that their financial situation is private. For many
households, the topic of finances may be as taboo as the discussion of
sex. The activity can be done withoutdisclosure of specific information
about income, debt, and expenditures. If confidentiality is a serious
concern, a less threatening technique might be to use case studies or
profiles of families that do not include names. However, it is essential
that case studies be based on the life experiences of students and their
families.

Activities to promote understanding, analysis, and evaluation of
beliefs and actions should encourage students to reflect upon
experiences. It may take longer to implement activities designed to
promote these types of learning. Studentscould keep alogof behaviors
and thoughts about money use. This activity might be included in a
budgeting unit. Besides recording the amount of the expenditure,
students could record their feelingsand the reactions of family members
to purchases. Information fromthe log also mightbe discussed ina unit
on decision-making. Students can be asked to analyze their own
decision-making processes and discuss factors influencing those
processes and decisions.
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An unintended outcome of family involvement in consumer
education is the potential for educating parents and helping parents
understand their beliefs and behaviors. This notion is consistent with
Moschis’s [2, p- 10] lifecycle approach that suggests that “parents learn
from their offspring.”

High school years are an important time in the economic
socialization of American youth. This is a time when consumer
socialization surfaces because youth are old enough to earn sigmflcgnt
sumsof money in jobs outside thehome and many have great discretion
in spending that money. A partnership between the school and
families can improve the quality of the socialization process.

References

. Erickson, E., Childhood and Society, New York: Norton, 1963.

2. Moschis, G.P., Consumer Socialization: A Life-Cycle Perspective,
(Research Monograph No. 82), Atlanta, GA: Georgia State
University, 1978.

3. Muuss, R.E., Theories of Adolescence, New York: Random House,
1988.

4. McNeal, J.U., Children as Consumers: Insights and Implications,
Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1987.

5. Piaget, J., “Intellectual Evolution from Adolescence to
Adulthood,” Human Development, 15(1), 1972, pp- 1-12.

6. Price, D.Z., “A Technique for Analyzing the Economic Value
System,” Journal of Marriage and Family, (August) 1968, pp. 467-
472,

7. Pritchard, M.E., Myers, BK,, and Cassidy, D.J., “Factors
Associated with Adolescent Saving and Spending Patterns,”
Adolescence, (Fall) 1989, pp. 711-723.

8.  School Code of lllinois, Sec 27-12.1.

9. Ward,S.,”Consumer Socialization,” ]ournalofConsumerResearch,
(September) 1974, pp. 1-14.

Notes
An earlier version of this research report was presented at thg 1'991
Annual Meeting of the American Home Economics Association,
Minneapolis, MN. The research project was funded by a summer
research grant sponsored by the Graduate School, Northern Illinois

University.

43






