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Abstract

Due to their considerable purchasing power, children comprise a lucrative target group for the
food industry. Research has shown that 70 % of all purchase decisions are made at the point of
sale under direct influence of the product packaging. In a marketing context, children are
described as easily influenced and receptive to persuasive messages. Hence, food marketing

directed at children may strongly influence their taste perception.

The objective of this study is to examine the impact of both product packaging design and brand

familiarity on children’s taste perception.

Primary school children were offered three samples of apple juice drinks: one leading brand
product, one discount product with a rather simple packaging, and one product designed for
children with an attractive packaging. Children tasted all samples under blind conditions. In a
second session of tasting both packaging and brand were visible. Each time, children evaluated
the taste of each drink and stated their preferred product. Additionally, in session 2, children
were asked about their preferences with respect to product packaging and their product

familiarity.

Our findings clearly stand in contrast to the expected strong influence of child-friendly
packaging on children’s taste preferences. Instead, the results indicate that the familiarity of a
product and the brand have a stronger impact on their taste perception. We conclude that the
positive perception of a packaging is essential at the point of sale to gain attention and can

support the product choice. However, it cannot compensate for a dissatisfying taste.
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Introduction

In Germany, 15 % of all children are overweight, 6.3 % are obese (Kurth & Schaffrath Rosario,
2007). There are multiple reasons for this situation. Besides genetic predispositions, specifically a
lifestyle combining a decreased physical activity level and an excessive energy intake causes a
positive energy balance which finally results in weight gain (ElImadfa & Leitzmann, 2004). There
is evidence that specialised food marketing of energy-dense food targeting children influences
this development (Hastings et al., 2003; IOM, 2006; Effertz, 2008; Matthews et al., 2005).

Children have developed into a target group of particular importance for food companies as they
do not only represent one market but rather three: the primary market, the influence market and
the future market (McNeal, 1999; IOM, 2006; Nicholls & Cullen, 2004).

Children are lucrative and profitable consumers, representing a powerful demographic segment
whose financial potential has been steadily increasing (McNeal, 1999; I0M, 2006). On average,
German children between the ages of six to thirteen years receive EUR 27.50 per month
composed of both pocket money and money gifts. Thus, in 2014, children aged six to thirteen had
about EUR 1.81 billion at their disposal (Egmont Ehapa Verlags Gruppe, 2014). Parents enable
their children to purchase products by giving money to them (Calvert, 2008). Children in turn
spend their money either with or without their parents’ allowance (McNeal, 1999). In Germany,
84.2 % of the children aged six to thirteen decide independently on how to spend their money
(Egmont Ehapa Verlags Gruppe, 2014). Thus, children have a considerable purchasing power,
spending their own money to satisfy their individual needs and wants (McNeal, 1999). Children
spend most of their discretionary income on food: The products most often purchased by children
are sweets (64.8 %), followed by magazines (50.2 %), fast food products (37.8 %), ice cream
(37.8%) and beverages (37.3 %) (Egmont Ehapa Verlags Gruppe, 2014; McNeal, 1999).

Furthermore, children have a significant indirect purchasing power by influencing their parents’
purchase decisions (McNeal, 1999; IOM, 2006). They either refuse or request, recommend or

demand certain products, especially via pester power (Nicholls & Cullen, 2004; McNeal 1999).



Research reveals that children’s impact does not only apply for purchases predominantly aimed at

them, but also for major purchases and decisions (Flurry, 2007; Schor, 2004).

Moreover, children represent the future market (McNeal, 1999). In terms of maturity,
development and ability of processing information, children cannot be placed on the same level
as adults (Levine, 2005). They are more susceptible to marketing activities. In a marketing
context, they are described as easily influenced, impressionable and receptive to persuasive
messages (Pine & Nash, 2002). Due to the fact that 70 % of the development of brand awareness
takes place in childhood and adolescence, children are tomorrow’s consumers whose preferences
and brand loyalty are shaped in childhood and can be turned into loyal customers (McNeal, 1992;
McNeal 1999).

Children are courted with a considerable variety of marketing campaigns and strategies:
Television advertising, internet presences as well as product packaging are directed at children
and appeal to them through their colourful and eye-catching design (I0OM, 2006). The increasing
requirements on television advertising targeting children lead to a rising importance of other
marketing strategies for the food industry (Harris et al., 2009). The design of product packaging
is of special importance and a critical factor in the decision making process (Silayoi & Speece,
2007). Research has shown that 70 % of all purchase decisions are made at the point of sale and
therefore under the direct influence of the product packaging (Frontiers, 1996). Therefore,
packaging takes a leading role in attracting consumers’ attention (Salahshoor & Mojarrad, 2012).
Research has shown that both children and parents are influenced by packaging with an eye-
catching appearance (McNeal & Li, 2003, Wartella et al., 2011). Food packages for children
feature cartoon characters, testimonials, child-oriented creatures, special shaping of product or
packaging, premiums, the label “kids” and represent fun, action, adventure, magic or fantasy

(Matthews et al., 2005; IOM, 2006; Fritzhugh & Lobstein, 2000; Story & French, 2004).

A number of studies have shown that the design of the product packaging has an influence on
children’s product preferences. There is evidence that licensed characters have an effect on
children’s taste perception (Roberto et al., 2010; Lapierre et al., 2011). Furthermore, Robinson et

al. (2007) demonstrated that branding has a strong impact on children’s taste preferences.

Thus, the overall objective of this paper is to examine the impact of both product packaging

design and brand familiarity on primary school children’s taste perception.



The analysis is guided by the following questions:

e Do children change their taste perception in favour of a child-appealing product
packaging?

e Do children rate the taste of a product better if they like the corresponding packaging?

e Does brand familiarity have an impact on children’s taste perception?

e Are there differences regarding the impact of child-friendly packaging design due to age,

gender and immigration background?

Methodology

A one-group pre-test post-test experiment was conducted to analyse the impact of on-product

communication on children’s taste perception.

The survey was conducted using the example of fruit juice drinks, which are among the food
categories most often consumed by children. In Germany, 65 % of children aged six to thirteen
consume fruit juice and fruit juice drinks several times a week. Furthermore, 50 % state attaching
importance to a special brand regarding their fruit juice consumption (Egmont Ehapa Verlags
Gruppe, 2014). Moreover, both children and parents consider fruit juice to be part of a healthy
diet (Maher & Morris, 2012). Therefore, three bottled apple juices with sparkling mineral water
were used: one product from the leading brand (brand product), one product from a discounter
with a rather plain packaging (discount product), and one product designed for children with a
colourful appearance and a licensed character known from a famous children’s television show

(children product).

In a first session, a sample of primary school children aged eight to ten tasted the three different
juice drinks under blind test conditions. The children were tested in groups of five. Samples were
served in small plastic cups, each including 50 ml of the respective juice drink. Each cup was
marked with an identification code to subsequently clearly assign the cup to the respective juice
drink. The identification codes differed both for each child and each drink. The children were
asked to taste the three apple juice drinks one after another. Between tasting the products,
children were requested to drink the water provided at each table to neutralise the taste of each
juice drink. Children had to rate the taste of each fruit juice drink using a five point smiley Likert

scale. Furthermore, children were asked to state which product tasted best.



In a second session a few weeks later, the same products were served as in the blind conditions’
setting. Children sampled the juice drinks in groups of three. This time, the associated packages
were placed right behind the plastic cups on the table so that children could assign the juices to
the corresponding packaging. All packages were 0.5-liter PET bottles not differing in height or
shape but in design. As in the previous session, children were asked to taste the three juice drinks
and rate each product using the five point smiley Likert scale. They also had to state which
product they liked most. Additionally, they were asked to state which packaging they liked most.
Moreover, children had to complete a questionnaire with general questions comprising age,
gender and immigration background as well as questions regarding their fruit juice consumption

patterns, and their familiarity with the products.

After finishing the experiment in both the first and second session, children were supervised by
an assistant in a separate room instead of returning immediately to their classrooms to avoid peer
influence. The experiment was only conducted with children whose parents had signed the

consent form in advance.

Results

Altogether, 59 children completed the fruit juice drink experiment. The sample was quite
balanced regarding children’s gender, class level and immigration background. Table 1 lists the
characteristics of the sample. The majority of participants, 91.5 %, generally liked apple fruit
juice drinks. With 96.6 %, the awareness level of at least one of the offered products was quite
high as the majority of children were familiar with the discount (89.8 %) and brand product
(54.2 %).



Characteristic Value %

Participants 59
Gender
Female 29  49.2%
Male 30 50.8%
Class level
3rd graders 26 44.1%
4th graders 33 55.9%
Immigration background
No 29  49.2%
Yes 27  45.8%
Don't know 3 5.1%
Apple fruit juice drink-liking
Like very much 42 71.2%
Like 12 20.3%
Indifferent 3 5.1%
Don't like 1 1.7%
Don't like at all 1 1.7%

Familiarity with discount product
No 6 10.2%
Yes 53  89.8%

Familiarity with brand product
No 27  45.8%
Yes 32 54.2%

Familiarity with children product
No 56  94.9%
Yes 3 5.1%

Table 1: Sample characteristics
Source: Own calculation.

In the first session, children’s taste evaluation regarding the three fruit juice drinks differed
significantly (p < 0.05). Considering the means for each fruit drink stated under blind conditions,
the taste of the discount product was rated best (=1.56). The average evaluation of the brand

product was 1.81, and the rating for the children product was 1.88.

According to this, 42.4 % of the children stated the discount product to taste best, followed by the
brand product (32.3 %) and the children product (16.9 %). The share of participants who could
not decide for one favourite product was 8.5 %.



For the second session, the differences between children’s taste ratings of the three fruit drinks
were highly significant (p < 0.001). Compared to session 1, the average evaluation of the children
product had significantly declined (= 2.41, p < 0.01), while the taste of the brand product was
considered better (= 1.64). The average ratings of the discount product remained consistently on

the same level (= 1.56). Figure 1 illustrates the average results of the taste evaluations for both

periods.
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Figure 1: Taste evaluation in session 1 and session 2
Note: CP = children product, BP = brand product, DP = discount product; ***p < 0.01
Source: Own calculation.

Asked to state which product tasted best, 40.7 % of the children preferred the taste of the discount
product, followed by the brand product (27.1 %) and the children product (15.3 %). Thus, all
three fruit drinks were favoured by fewer participants than in session 1, while the number of
participants who could not decide for one product increased (16.9 %). It can be determined that
33.9 % of the participants favoured the taste of the same product as in session 1, while 66.1 %
changed their taste preferences.

The results regarding the evaluation of the preferred product packaging revealed that the majority
of the children favoured the packaging of the children product (40.7 %). Moreover, 28.8 % of the
children favoured the packaging of the brand product, 18.6 % preferred the packaging of the
discount product, and 11.9% could not decide at all. No differences in gender, age or

immigration background were observed regarding children’s rating of the product packaging.



As shown in Figure 2, the difference between children’s favoured taste and their favoured
packaging in session 2 was significant (p < 0.05). Looking closely at the children preferring the
packaging of the children product, one can deduce that their taste evaluation regarding the

children product declined significantly between the first and second period (p <0.1).
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Figure 2: Favourite taste evaluation and favourite packaging evaluation
Source: Own calculation.

In the following, Figure 3 illustrates the comparison of data from session 1 and 2 considering
only those children who were familiar with the brand product (n=32; 54.2 %). The results
indicated that they rated the taste of the brand product significantly better in the second period
(p < 0.05). Furthermore, they evaluated the taste of the children product significantly worse than
in session 1 (p < 0.05), while no significant difference regarding their evaluation with respect to

the discount product could be determined.
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Figure 3: Taste evaluation of children familiar with the brand product in session 1 and session 2 (n = 32)
Note: CP = children product, BP = brand product, DP = discount product; **p < 0.05
Source: Own calculation.

Similar findings applied to those children who stated being familiar with the discount product
(n =53; 89.8 %) by comparing the data from session 1 and 2 as shown in Figure 4. Although no
significant changes could be observed regarding the taste ratings of both the discount product and
the brand product, the taste evaluation of the children product declined significantly in the second
period (p < 0.01).
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Figure 4: Taste evaluation of children familiar with the discount product in session 1 and session 2 (n = 53)
Note: CP = children product, BP = brand product, DP = discount product; ***p < 0.01
Source: Own calculation.



Focussing on the taste evaluation data of third and fourth graders, the analysis found that no
relevant differences could be observed between both age groups during session 1. However, in
the second experimental period, third graders rated the taste of both the children product
(p <0.01) and the brand product (p <0.1) significantly higher than the compared age group
(Figure 5). Furthermore, fourth graders evaluated the taste of the children product significantly

worse in session 2 compared to session 1 (p < 0.001).
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Figure 5: Taste evaluation of third and fourth graders in session 2
Note: CP = children product, BP = brand product, DP = discount product; *p < 0.1; ***p < 0.01
Source: Own calculation.

The analysis of the data with regard to the immigration background of the participants, illustrated
in Figure 6, indicated that children from an immigration background rated the taste of the
discount product in session 2 significantly better than non-migrant children (p < 0.05). For the
children product and the brand product, no relevant differences could be detected between the
groups. Similar findings can be applied to the comparison of their ratings in session 1 and 2 as no

significant differences could be observed.
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Figure 6: Taste evaluation of participants with and without immigration background in session 2
Note: CP = children product, BP = brand product, DP = discount product; **p < 0.05
Source: Own calculation.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to analyse the impact of product packaging and brand familiarity on
children’s taste perception. The purpose was to examine whether children change their sensorial

preferences once they are aware of the corresponding packaging.

Of particular interest was their behaviour with regard to child-friendly product packaging. Our
findings clearly stand in contrast to the expected strong influence of a child-appealing packaging
on children’s taste perception. The results indicate that a child-oriented product packaging does
not affect children’s sensorial preferences in favour of the children product. In contrast, once they
received information on the related brands, children rated the taste of the children product worse
than under blind test conditions, whereas the taste of the product from the leading brand was
valued higher. This finding coincides with the fact that children attach importance to a special

brand regarding their fruit juice consumption (Egmont Ehapa Verlags Gruppe, 2014).

According to the analysis’ findings, children do not evaluate the taste of a product better if they
prefer the corresponding packaging. Although the majority of children preferred the design of the
children product, the ratings of the children products’ taste do not reflect this situation. On the
contrary, they are rather worse than without any information about the product packaging.

Therefore, a significant difference between children’s favoured taste and their favoured
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packaging could be observed. Regarding the children preferring the brand or discount product’s
packaging, no differences in rating the corresponding product’s taste has been determined at all.
Thus, it can be concluded that the packaging design cannot be emphasised as the decisive factor
regarding children’s taste preference. Nevertheless, as 70 % of all purchase decisions are made at
the point of sale under influence of product packaging (Frontiers, 1996), the finding that most
children prefer the children products’ packaging design is of enormous importance. This is
especially essential, since children normally do not compare the taste of several products with

each other.

Concerning the impact of brand familiarity on children’s taste perception, no statement can be
made regarding the children product because of the small number of participants being familiar
with it. In contrast to this, more than half of the children were familiar with the brand product.
These children significantly changed their brand products’ taste perception once the packaging
was presented, and evaluated its taste highest. These findings reveal that children’s brand
awareness may have an influence on children’s taste perception. Furthermore, the majority of
children were accustomed to the discount product. Simultaneously, it was the product which
received the best average taste evaluations and thus, was favoured in taste for both sessions.
Especially children with an immigration background rated its taste high in session 2. Therefore,
the results of the experiment indicate a close interdependence between the familiarity of a

product and children’s taste preferences.

Despite the fact that the licensed character displayed on the children’s product is from one of
children’s favourite television shows (MPFS, 2015), neither the third graders nor the fourth
graders rated the taste of the children product best once the packaging was visible. This might be
due to the fact that eight to 12 years old children develop to be attracted by more realistic themes
than childish characters (Acuff & Reiher, 1997). The finding indicates that the taste evaluations
of the juices clearly show age variations as third graders rated the children product significantly
higher than fourth graders. Therefore, it may be assumed that older children start showing
aversions for childish products. Nevertheless, as both age groups favoured the children’s product
package design, it is possible that children’s decision would have differed in another setting.
Especially at school and consequently in the presence of their classmates, children’s behaviour

may be affected by peer influence leading to a different decision.
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Related to gender and immigration background, the findings do not indicate any differences
regarding the impact of child-friendly packaging design.

Conclusion

It can be concluded that child-appealing product packaging does not influence children’s taste
perception in a positive way. Instead, the results indicate that product familiarity has a stronger

impact on children’s taste perception and preferences.

However, it must be recognised that these results only apply for children aged eight to 11 years.
Previous research indicates that younger children’s taste perception is positively influenced by
child-friendly packaging. Therefore, it cannot be ruled out that different results would have been

obtained if a younger sample had been taken into account.

In summary, it can be stated that the positive perception of packaging design is essential at the
point of sale to gain both children’s and adults’ attention and therefore can support their product
choice. However, it cannot compensate a dissatisfying taste.
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