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Children’s response to television advertising in Hong Kong 

 

Abstract 

  

One hundred and eight children, ranging from five to ten years of age, were personal-

interviewed during April 1996 and March 1997.  The objectives were to examine 

children’s response to television advertising on aspects relating to the communication 

process.  Results indicated that kids at early age knew what advertising was and 

developed appreciation of television commercials.  Older kids were aware of the selling 

intention of advertising and were able to recall commercials for a larger variety of 

products and services.  They were also more critical about the execution style and more 

skeptical about the truthworthiness of television advertising.  Parents in Hong Kong 

took little participation in equipping kids to learn skills, knowledge and attitudes 

relevant to their behavior as consumers through television advertising. 
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1.  Introduction 

 Advertising today penetrates into the life of every person, including children.  The 

children's market is important to advertisers because of the enormous purchasing power of 

the children and their parents, the degrees of influence children exert on family’s purchase 

decision and the potential for children to constitute the market of the future. 

 Children in Hong Kong exposed to a large amount of advertising, especially through 

television advertising.  According to a recent television rating report, the average 15-minute 

rating of TVB-Jade, the dominant Chinese channel, from 7am to 1am for a weekday in June 

for children 4 to 14 was 13 rating point, which was 10 percent higher than that for audience 

aged 15 or above.  Assuming a child spending four hours per day on watching television, s-

he may expose to 15,000 commercials every year.  What do kids know about television 

advertising and what do they learn from it? 

 This study attempts to examine children's response to television advertising on 

aspects relating to the communication process. Piaget's (1970) theory of cognitive 

development will be adopted and the findings of the study will be analyzed by age.  The 

theory identified four stages of cognitive development and postulated that children would 

manifest differences in the ways in which they select, evaluate, and use information.   

 The study is of major concern to both marketers and to public policy officials.  The 

marketers are keen to know if their advertising is effective while the policy makers are 

concern with protecting the interests of the child.  The study is particular important as there 

are virtually no research being done in this area in Hong Kong.  As mainland China is 

adopting a ‘one-child’ family planning policy, the kids have become the focus of the 

attention of the parents and grandparents.  They are believed to exert an even larger influence 

on the family’s purchase decisions.  The study will serve as a benchmark study for Hong 

Kong as well as a protocol for future studies in China. 

 The objectives of this study are: 
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a)  to examine children’s attention and recall of television advertising; 

b) to investigate children’s liking and disliking of television advertising and their overall 

attitudes toward television advertising;  and 

c) to investigate whether the above are related to age. 

2. Literature review 

 Piaget (1970)’s theory of cognitive development has had great impact on research 

related to the communication process of advertising to children.  The theory proposed four 

stages of cognitive development for children from age zero to twelve and postulated that 

children manifest differences in the ways in which they select, evaluate, and use information: 

 the sensorimotor stage (0 to 2 years): the behaviour is primarily motor and the child does 

not manifest any conceptual thinking. 

 the preoperational stage (2 to 7 years): the child’s thinking about objects and ideas is 

poorly organized and only dominant features are used for making judgements. 

 the concrete operations stage (7 to 11 years):  the child can think conceptually and 

organize ideas in a coherent and stable manner. 

 the formal operations stage (11+ years): the child can think in abstract terms. 

 Many studies on children’s communication process of television advertising were 

based on Piaget’s cognitive development theory. 

 Research in the area of advertising (not just television advertising) to children found 

that children’s attention to advertising decline generally with age (Ward, 1972; Ward, 

Levinson and Wackman, 1972).  Attention to TV commercials depended on personal factors 

including the level of motivation, attitudes toward commercials, parental and peer influence, 

as well as stimulus factors including the nature of the TV program, the content of the 

commercial and the product advertised (McNeal, 1987). 
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Preschool aged children are capable of distinguishing commercials from programs 

(Levin, Petros and Petrella, 1979).  An understanding of the purpose of commercials 

increased with age (Ward, 1972; Rubin, 1974, Wackman, Wartella and Ward, 1977).  Ward 

(1972) interviewed 67 children ranging in age from five to 12 years and observed that, 

discrimination between the product being advertised and the advertising message becomes 

sharper with age, the recall of commercial content becomes more complex and multi-

dimensional with age, distrust of commercials increases with age, and children became more 

contemptuous of commercials when they get older. 

Overall attitudes toward TV advertising become less positive with age (James, 1971; 

Ferguson, 1975).  Robertson and Rossiter (1977) found that age predicted attitudinal defense 

in children and older children were more skeptical and negative toward TV commercials. 

Roedder, Sternthal and Calder (1983) found that the age of the child and the demands 

of the purchasing choice were the major determinants of the consistency between attitude and 

behaviour. 

3. Research methodology      

One hundred and eight children, ranging from five to ten years of age, were interviewed 

during April 1996 and March 1997 by final year students of Hong Kong Baptist University 

taking a course on ‘adverting and social communication’. The children were from a quota 

sample of with equal number of boys and girls for each age.  Each interviewer was asked to 

recruit three to four respondents through personal source.  Interviews were taken at 

respondents’ homes, public libraries, churches, restaurants and parks near school areas.  Each 

interviews took approximately half hour.  The interviews conducted in 1996 were cassette 

recorded while the interviews conducted in 1997 were recorded by written transcriptions.  

Efforts were made to minimize interruptions and intrusions by other family members or 

friends present.  The interviews were coded by a research assistant and cross-checked by the 

author.  The questions asked are listed in the Appendix.  Experience indicated that public 
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libraries, parks, areas around primary schools, restaurants were good places for recruiting 

children as respondents.  Coding menu was prepared for closed-ended questions.  For open-

ended questions, coding menu was developed after reviewing all the responses. 

4.  Findings 

Awareness of television advertising  Children were prompted about their awareness and 

knowledge about television advertising.  The interviewer mentioned that ‘when we are 

watching television, sometimes the program stops and there are other messages coming up’.  

Children were asked what these are, what are their purposes and why the television station 

carries such messages.  Table 1 summarizes their responses.  Results indicated that a majority 

of the sample knew that the messages were called ‘commercials’ or the messages were used 

to sell products.  A small proportion of the respondents could even identify the institutional 

function of television advertising to the fact that advertising pays for programming.  Results 

indicated that understanding the purpose of advertising increased with age, and close to one 

third of the children aged 9 to 10 understood that the television station broadcast 

commercials for money. 

[TABLE ONE ABOUT HERE ] 

Recall of commercials  Kids were asked to recall the contents of up to three commercials.  

Altogether, they recalled either product category, brand name, visual or audio content of 203 

commercials.  On average, each respondent recalled 1.9 commercials.  Table 2 summarizes 

the product categories of commercials they recalled.  Food and drinks, restaurants and fast 

food shops, and toys commercials were most readily recalled.  These three categories of 

commercials contributed to nearly sixty percent of the total number of recalls.  Number of 

commercials recalled were similar among respondents of different age group.  However, kids 

of older age recalled a more variety of product categories including government’s public 

services announcements, mobile phones, insurance and advertising packages offered by 

television stations.  It was interesting to find that some small kids could recall commercials in 
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great details.  For example, a 6-year old girl was able to describe the names and personal 

characters of five cartoon figures used in a milk-powder commercial. 

[TABLE TWO ABOUT HERE ] 

Liked and disliked commercials  Children were asked to recall their favourite TV 

commercials and the commercial they disliked the most.  In answering this question, younger 

children were particular prone to confuse liked commercials with liked products.  Some 

indication of the extent to which children like particular commercials because they liked the 

products advertised were provided by the analysis of their reasons for like and disliking 

commercials. 

For both liked and disliked commercials, not all children were able to mention at least 

one commercials.  Altogether 89 and 58 commercials were mentioned as most favourite and 

most disliked commercials respectively.  Table 3 and Table 4 summarize product categories 

of commercials cited as most liked and most disliked respectively. 

[TABLE THREE ABOUT HERE ] 

[TABLE FOUR ABOUT HERE ] 

Results indicated that food and drink, restaurants and fast food shops, and toys 

commercials were most frequently cited as commercials they liked.  These three product 

categories accounted for nearly eighty percent of the total number of recalls.  Table 5 

summarizes the reasons for liking of commercials.  Children liked these commercials 

because they liked the products, they found the commercials interesting and funny, or they 

liked the celebrities used by the commercials.  Respondents at all ages found difficulties in 

distinguishing their liking of the commercials and the liking of the products.  Many kids cited 

MacDonald commercials as their favourite ones because the food was great or the give-away 

premiums were cute and attractive.  Children liked commercials with cartoon figures, jingles, 

their favourite movie/TV stars or funny slogans. 

[TABLE FIVE ABOUT HERE ] 
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Among the 58 commercials cited as most disliked, bank and insurance commercials, 

public service announcements, and cigarette and liquor commercials were most frequently 

cited.  These three categories accounted for nearly sixty percent of the total number of 

recalls.  Table 6 summarizes the reasons for disliking these commercials.  The children 

sampled disliked these commercials because they did not understand them, they found them 

boring or horrifying, or they disliked the products (especially for cigarette, liquor and female 

personal products).  Some public service announcement advertisements were found terrifying 

by kids.  For example, an anti-drug commercial featuring distorted images when the one 

playing electronic game had taken drug, and the commercial suggesting a girl was dead in an 

accident as she was left alone at home by the parents were both considered threatening.  

Some children did not like certain commercials because of ‘inappropriate’ behaviours.  For 

example, an 8-year old girl did not like old Mrs. Wong of Park’n Shop because ‘being a 

female, she should not walk around with a gun and behave rudely’.  A 7-year old girl did not 

like a Yakult drink commercial because the father cheated the son in playing games.  Larger 

kids criticized certain commercials for low taste.  For example, two 9-year old girls and one 

10-year old boy disliked the Weisun U stomach pill commercial featuring a female singer 

because ‘her voice is annoying and the commercial does not make sense’. 

[TABLE SIX ABOUT HERE ] 

Attention to and feeling toward commercials  Children were asked how frequently they 

watched television advertising.  More than half of the sample watched occasionally.  Close to 

one third always watched television commercial. Over 10 percent watched every time and 

about 5 percent never watched.  Attention to television advertising was not related to age.  

There was no evident that larger kits lose interest in television commercial and became less 

attentive. 
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When being asked about their feeling toward television advertising, close to half of 

them liked television advertising.  One third of them had no feeling while one fifth of them 

disliked advertising.  Attitude toward television advertising was similar for respondents of 

different ages.    

Perceived credibility of television advertising  Table 7 shows whether children believe in 

television advertising.  Results indicated that about one third believed most of the 

advertising.  Close to half of them believe partly and one fifth of them did not believe mostly.  

Skepticism toward television advertising was higher for kids aged 9 to 10 than kids of 

younger age.  Actual experience seemed to be one direct way for kids to test the credibility of 

the commercials.  Some respondents mentioned that they only believed in commercials of 

products they had tried and felt satisfied.  Girls aged 9 to 10 were critical about beauty-

related products such as slimming powder and exercising equipment.  They commented that 

most of these commercials were exaggerating.  However, government announcement 

advertisements were perceived to be highly credible among children.  Some parents also used 

the announcements to remind their children for proper behavior, for example staying away 

from drug.   

[TABLE SEVEN ABOUT HERE ] 

Children were asked whether their parents refrain them from watching television 

commercials.  The answer was ‘no’.  About eighty percent of the parents did not give any 

comments about the commercials they watched.  Many respondents mentioned that they 

usually watched television at the absence of their parents.  For those twenty percent of 

children who were refraining from watching commercials, the reasons most frequently given 

were parents’ concern about learning of ‘undesirable behaviors’ from advertising.  For 

example, a 7-year old boy said that his mother told him not to draw on the wall after 
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watching the commercial of ICI paint.  For larger kids, some parents told the kids to stay 

away from liquor, drug and cigarettes when they saw these commercials. 

5.  Discussion and conclusion 

This study attempts to explore Hong Kong children’s response to television advertising.  

The findings suggested children’s reactions to commercials may be related to stages in 

cognitive development.  Awareness of advertising, understanding of the selling intention and 

institutional function of commercials were related with age.  Older children exhibited greater 

awareness and were more readily to mention the purpose of commercials.   

Food and drinks, restaurants and fast food shops, and toys commercials were most 

readily recalled.  These commercials were also most frequently recalled as favourite 

commercials.  Older kids were able to recall a greater variety of product categories.  This 

may indicate that older kids were observant on the types of product and services available in 

the market, including those they may not have experience of using.   

Children cited entertainment reasons as explanations for liking or disliking specific 

commercials.  However, perception of ‘inappropriate behaviours’ were also frequently cited 

as the reasons for disliking commercials.  This finding was very different from that obtained 

in similar studies conducted in the United States (Ward, 1972).  Results indicate the 

importance of socially acceptable behaviours in the Chinese society.  Chinese children were 

more likely to dislike commercials that featured behaviours deviating from social norms.   

Most children partly believed the commercials they watched and the skepticism was 

related to age.  Parents in Hong Kong seldom interfered with children in watching television 

commercials.  For those who interfered, they usually used television commercials as ‘moral 

teaching aids’ for learning of appropriate code of behaviour. 
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To conclude, kids at early age knew what advertising was and developed appreciation 

of television commercials.  Larger kids were aware of the selling intention of advertising.  

They were able to recall commercials for a larger variety of products and services.  They 

were more critical about the execution style and more skeptical about the truthworthiness of 

television advertising.  Parents in Hong Kong took little participation in equipping kids to 

learn skills, knowledge and attitudes relevant to their behavior as consumers through 

television advertising.  As a result, the possible impact of advertising on gender stereotyping 

and the social learning of cultural values of the younger generation may be largely ignored.  

More research is needed to explore many untouched areas of the issue. 
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Table 1  Awareness of television advertising by age 

  Age   

 5-6 7-8 9-10 Total 

Don’t know what advertising is 16(44%) 1(3%) 2(6%) 19(18%) 

Know what advertising or know 

the selling intention 

19(44%) 33(92%) 23(64%) 11(30%) 

Know the selling intention and 

understand that TV station 

broadcasts them for money 

1(3%) 2(6%) 11(30%) 14(13%) 

 36(100%) 36(100%) 36(100%) 108(100%) 

 

Table 2  Commercials recalled by product category (total mention=203) 

  Age   

 5-6 7-8 9-10 Total 

Food and drink 39% 14% 26% 25% 

Toys 25% 22% 14% 20% 

Restaurants and fast food shops 5% 22% 9% 13% 

Public services announcements 7% 14% 8% 10% 

Household goods 7% 1% 15% 7% 

Electrical appliances 4% 9% 5% 6% 

Programme announcements 5% 6% 3% 5% 

Clothing 2% 0% 6% 2% 

Others* 7% 12% 14% 11% 

Total mentions 57(100%) 81(100%) 65(100%) 203(100%) 

No. of children 36 36 36 108 

*  Check what are these  
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Table 3  Most liked commercials by product category (total mention=89) 

  Age   

 5-6 7-8 9-10 Total 

Toys 33% 29% 38% 33% 

Food and drink 30% 20% 25% 25% 

Restaurants and fast food shops 17% 31% 8% 20% 

Electrical appliances 7% 9% 8% 8% 

Household goods 7% 0% 4% 3% 

Public services announcements 0% 0% 4% 1% 

Clothing 3% 0% 0% 1% 

Programme announcements 0% 0% 4% 1% 

Others* 3% 11% 8% 8% 

Total mentions 30(100%) 35(100%) 24(100%) 89(100%) 

No. of children 36 36 36 108 



Advertising and children  Page 14 

Table 4  Most disliked commercials by product category (total mention=58) 

  Age   

 5-6 7-8 9-10 Total 

Public services announcements 13% 39% 10% 22% 

Food and drink 27% 9% 10% 14% 

Cigarette and liquor 7% 9% 10% 9% 

Household goods 7% 4% 10% 7% 

Restaurants and fast food shops 7% 9% 0% 5% 

Programme announcements 13% 4% 0% 5% 

Toys 7% 4% 0% 3% 

Clothing 0% 0% 5% 2% 

Others* 20% 22% 55% 33% 

Total mentions 15(100%) 23(100%) 20(100%) 58(100%) 

No. of children 36 36 36 108 
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Table 5 Reasons for liking commercials by age (total mentions=87) 

  Age   

 5-6 7-8 9-10 Total 

Product 48% 57% 43% 51% 

Entertainment 38% 26% 22% 29% 

Celebrities 7% 14% 13% 11% 

Others 7% 3% 22% 8% 

Total mentions 29 35 23 87 

 

 

Table 6 Reasons for disliking commercials by age (total mentions=60) 

  Age   

 5-6 7-8 9-10 Total 

Entertainment 40% 29% 57% 42% 

Product 20% 4% 19% 13% 

Celebrities 0% 4% 5% 3% 

Others* 40% 62% 19% 42% 

Total mentions 15 24 21 60 

Check others 
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Table 7 Perceived credibility of commercials by age 

  Age   

 5-6 7-8 9-10 Total 

Mostly not believable 26% 8% 28% 21% 

Partly believable, partly not 37% 41% 56% 45% 

Mostly believable 37% 50% 17% 35% 

Base 35(100%) 36(100%) 36(100%) 107(100%) 
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Appendix    Questions used in personal interview 

1.  When we are watching television, sometimes a TV programme breaks and there are other 

messages coming through, do you know what are these messages called?  Why are they 

shown on television and what do they try to do? 

2.  We are going to call them TV commercials.  Can you recall any one commercial?  Tell 

me what happens in this commercial.  (Record up to three commercials recalled.) 

3.  What is your favorite TV commercial -- the one you like the most?  What happens in this 

commercial?   Why do you like it? 

4.  Now tell me about the commercial that you really don’t like -- the one you don’t like the 

most?  What happens in this commercial?   Why don’t you like it? 

5.  How often do you watch TV commercials?  Do you watch them every time, often, 

occasionally, or you do not watch at all?  How do you feel about TV commercials?  Do 

you like them or dislike them? 

6.  Do you believe in what is being said in the TV commercials?  Which are believable and 

why?  Which are not believable and why? 

7.  We know that not all TV commercials are talking to children.  Some of them are talking 

to adults like your mum and dad.  How do you feel when you are watching these 

commercials? 

8.  When you are watching TV, do your parents stop you from watching the commercials?  

Do they tell you what you should learn or what you should not learn from these 

commercials? 
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