
"Mom, here's
this great laser disk
player I want,"
announced the fif-
teen year old, elec-
tronics catalogue in
hand. It doesn't
matter to the teen
that the winter gift-

giving season is still months away and
her birthday was just six weeks ago.

More and more the talk between
parents and children is about things: the
newest video game, machines with big-
ger bytes to play it on, miniaturized tape
players ("but it's so much better than my
big, clunky old one, Mom. It's smaller,
and it has a radio and it's waterproof,
too...."), virtually unbreakable hockey
sticks, high tech roller blades, on and on
it goes. Today's kids surely know what
they want from the marketplace, but do
they understand enough about con-
sumerism to avoid the pitfalls of materi-
alism?  And how can parents help pre-
vent their children from turning into
greedy and unhappy over consumers?

The push and pull of commercial-
ism and materialism on personal prefer-
ences has implications for the individual
and the society at large. Materialism at
its extreme makes one teen willing to
shoot another over a leather jacket or
pair of sneakers. What could cause
such a perversion of values?

Author and economist Michael
Jacobson thinks the consumer system
itself helps foster it: "Our system of
advertising purposefully promotes envy,
creates anxiety and fosters insecurity.
The tragic end product of this is kids
killing kids in order to walk in their
classmates $100 name brand sneakers."

The pressure to compete

The pressure is on middle class and
low income families alike to keep up
with unrelenting technological progress
-- progress that costs money. The
parade of objects deemed necessary for
the "good life" stretches before our chil-
dren and us daily with no end in sight.
The price paid is far more than money.

This highly monetarized economy
contributes significantly to the stresses
and strains that plague and often under-
mine American families. In a nation
where everything costs money and con-
tinues to cost more money, most fami-
lies need two incomes to keep up. This
wasn't so in the 1950s when expecta-
tions were lower. One income usually
paid the bills in the economic boom
times after World War II and most mid-
dle class families managed with one
wage earner. Now only about one in
five can do that.

Most families with children con-
tained two adults, only one of whom
was working. People cooked most of
their own meals, used cloth diapers,
bought inexpensive clothes and toys for
their children, and had few electronic
possessions.

Now most families depend on the
cash economy for meeting almost all
their needs, and children are increasingly
an economic burden -- directly because
of what it costs to raise them and indi-
rectly because of what they cost in lost
parental income.
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The influence of media

The influence of media in the consumer culture is perva-
sive and, at times, pernicious. Technology and mass media
may be simply changing the way we do business. Then again,
it seems to be changing what we value. During the 1990s,
there were many more television commercials directed at chil-
dren than in previous decades, and television now is said to be
responsible for one half of toy requests and one third of
cereal and other food requests.

The goal of commercialism and marketing is to get peo-
ple to buy things, creating an earn spend cycle with the focus
on consuming. It's not a coincidence that the same kids who
want $100 sneakers may have parents who find it difficult to
save.

Young children, even teens, may not understand the per-
suasive and manipulative effects of commercialism: they see,
they want. Children have limited sources of information and
are inclined to respond with immediate requests from expo-
sure to television and radio commercials, point of sale dis-
plays and other marketing techniques. Mass media has a pow-
erful effect on children who are in the value-development
stage.

Parents and educators can intercede, however, and medi-
ate the materialism and other effects of mass media. Children
can be encouraged to view television critically, that is, to ques-
tion what they see and hear, especially promises of gratifica-
tion made by commercialism.

Parents can monitor the television viewing of their chil-
dren and clarify the values seen on the screen, especially if
those values collide with family values. Unfortunately,
research shows that parental involvement in children's televi-
sion viewing is moderate to non existent. Parents who take
the time to discuss commercials and programs during or soon
after viewing can alter their children's viewpoints.

Children can be taught to want. Commercialism proves
that. They can also be taught to value, and what to value, if
parents are willing to guide their children.

Materialism is socially toxic

Economic pressures are a form of social toxicity for chil-
dren. Out of home child care begins for children at an early
age because parents need to return to work. Children are left
alone more and at a younger age, because adult supervision is
so expensive during parents' working hours. Children remain
in school longer after they get sick and return to school soon-
er when they begin to get well, because parents cannot afford
to leave work to care for a sick child at home. Family time
shrinks because parents are investing time in buying and
maintaining things. All this puts pressure on children. Those
who can't manage are likely to be described as "problems,"
even "failures," by their parents and by themselves.

Yet our conversion to a cash-dominated society, with all
of its technological advantages, hasn't changed what children
need most: love, security, guidance, praise and continuity.
Children and their families need connections to a healthy
community that emphasizes these goals and values - not a cul-
ture that places a premium on getting and spending.
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