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Shaping Consumers for a Better Future; The Importance of Shared Vision 

in Socialization 

Research on consumer socialization primarily centers on two aspects: (1) primary consumer 

socialization, which refers to how adolescents acquire consumer competences mainly from their 

parents, and (2) reversed consumer socialization, which involves adolescents influencing their 

parents' purchasing decisions. However, there is a lack of research on how parents may acquire 

consumer skills from their adolescents and how the learning processes of both the parent and 

their adolescent relate to one another. John (1999) outlines five consumption competences that 

adolescents develop, which are mainly acquired through interactions with their parents. 

However, to the best of our knowledge, there has been no study conducted on how parents 

acquire these consumption competences from their adolescents through the process of reversed 

socialization. A diary study among 20 families with at least one adolescent aged between 11 and 

16 years old will be conducted, followed by a group interview with the entire family. 

Keywords: adolescents, primary consumer socialization, reversed socialization, consumer 

competences, socialization agents 

Introduction 

To become empowered consumers in the marketplace, individuals must obtain the essential 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills related to consumption. A process which has been referred to 

as consumer socialization (Ward, 1974). Although consumer socialization is a lifelong process, 

the focal point lies in childhood where adolescents develop from unknowing to knowing beings 

(John, 1999). The consumer socialization theory has identified parents as important 

socialization agents for young consumers (Mikeska et al., 2017). This implies that parents teach 

their adolescents the necessary competences related to consumption. The primary consumer 

socialization process of adolescents has been extensively studied by researchers from a variety 

of disciplines (John & Chaplin, 2022). While most of this research has examined how children 

acquire the necessary consumer competences with the help of their parents, this research aims 

to focus on the power reversed socialization processes by examining how parents’ consumer 

competences are stimulated by interactions with their adolescents.  
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Reversed socialization refers to the fact that parents learn from their children (Ekström et 

al., 1987). The rise of digital media had a significant impact on the development of adolescent's 

consumption competences (Jiao & Wei, 2020; Thaichon, 2017). This digital environment 

provides adolescents with an independent means of developing their consumer behavior, 

knowledge, and habits from an early age (Thaichon, 2017). Therefore, literature refers to them 

as digital natives. These recent developments question the traditional assumption that parents 

are the main influencers of their adolescent's consumer behavior. Researchers emphasize that 

adolescents are now actively participating in shaping their parents' consumer choices by 

expressing their purchasing preferences and making requests for specific products or brands. 

The majority of studies on this topic tend to concentrate on how adolescents impact upon their 

parents' decision-making process (Jiao & Wei, 2020; Singh et al., 2020). However, any types 

of learning processes that parents may undergo through their adolescents are often overlooked. 

As a result, important aspects of the parent-child dynamic may be missed, such as how parents 

can acquire new consumption competences through their adolescent's interests or activities. 

Furthermore, previous research has explored primary consumer socialization and reversed 

consumer socialization separately. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, the dynamic interplay 

between the two processes has not been examined. Moreover, these studies rarely include the 

direct questioning of adolescents. To address these gaps, the current study will examine the 

underlying dynamics and factors involved in the reciprocal socialization process between 

parents and their children with a qualitative study.  

Primary consumer socialization  

Ward (1974, p.2) provided an early definition of the Consumer Socialization process of 

adolescents, which referred to the "processes through which young individuals learn the 

necessary skills, knowledge, and attitudes to effectively function as consumers in the market ." 

The theory offers a shared foundation for comprehending the ways in which young consumers 
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engage with information that is presented to them in both their offline and now also digital 

living environment.  

John (1999) developed a leading framework for understanding the process of primary 

consumer socialization. According to her, it is best to understand the process as a series of 

stages, with transitions between stages occurring as adolescents grow older and mature in 

cognitive and social terms. The development of consumer knowledge is therefore further 

contributed by age-related improvements in cognitive abilities. In her work, John (1999) 

presents five consumer competences adolescents develop through the age of 3 to 16 years old, 

based on various socialization agents. The first competence is advertising knowledge, which 

encompasses adolescent’s ability to distinguish commercial content from regular programming, 

understand advertising intent, and recognize bias and deception in advertising. The second 

competence is transaction knowledge, which includes brand and product knowledge, as well as 

shopping knowledge and skills. The third competence is decision-making skills and abilities, 

which refers to an adolescent's ability to search for product information, compare and evaluate 

products, and develop decision-making strategies. Fourthly, purchase influence and negotiation 

strategies involve the persuasion techniques and strategies that adolescents use to convince 

others to make consumption decisions. Lastly, consumption motives relate to the social and 

economic factors that motivate adolescents to want certain products. John (1999) emphasizes 

that significant advancements in consumer socialization do not occur in isolation but happen in 

a social setting. Research has shown that parents are a primary source of information and 

guidance for their children regarding consumption (Moschis & Churchill, 1978; Ward, 1974). 

This would be due to the important role they play in shaping their adolescent's attitudes and 

behaviors in general and towards consumption. Numerous influential agents, termed 

‘socialization agents’, have been identified that impact the socialization process (Dotson & 

Hyatt, 2005). These include parents, peers, mass media, shops, schools etc. (Ekström, 2006).  
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The changing role of socialization agents 

The rise of the digital age, including adolescent’s participation on a wide range of digital 

platforms, is gaining increased interest from scientific researchers in the context of consumer 

socialization (Chan & Li, 2022; Nicoll & Nansen, 2018; Thaichon, 2017). The internet is also 

considered a crucial socialization agent in adolescent’s consumer socialization due to its ability 

to facilitate interactive communication. Furthermore, this digital environment is enabling 

adolescents to develop their competency as online consumers by providing them opportunities 

to engage in participatory learning (Hill and Beatty, 2011; Thaichon, 2017). Hill and Beatty 

(2011) suggest that as digital natives, adolescents may possess high levels of online self-

efficacy, which is the confidence in their ability to complete online tasks such as searching for 

information and prices, and making purchases (Chaudhary et al., 2018). Conversely, parents 

may lack adequate knowledge to guide their adolescents in this online environment, creating a 

comparative gap. This so-called gap enables parents to acquire consumer skills from their 

children. While past research commonly believed that consumer socialization mainly occurs 

during childhood, both Ekström (2007) and Moschis et al. (2011) suggest that the consumer 

socialization process should be viewed as an ongoing process that continues throughout life. 

This would mean that research on this topic should be extended on adulthood as well.  Tallman 

et al. (2014) (Tallman et al., 2014) have also highlighted the importance of relationships in 

socialization, which encompasses both learning and teaching. While parents are often seen as 

the designated teachers and children as the learners in the parent-child socialization process, it 

may be more accurate to view it as a mutual exchange where both parents and their children 

play the role of teachers and learners. This reciprocal view on the consumer socialization 

process has already been stated by Brim (1966). Individuals may need to acquire new behaviors 

at various stages of their lives to fulfill their societal and group roles, which is why this 

reciprocal view on the consumer socialization process might be important (Brim, 1966).  
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Reversed consumer socialization 

The term ‘reversed consumer socialization’ refers to “the process in which children influence 

and alter their parents’ attitudes and behaviors relating to consumption” (Singh et al., 2020, 

p.111). This definition implicates that adolescents can also become active agents in shaping 

their parents' consumer choices, often through their purchasing requests and preferences. A lot 

of researchers have already looked into the process of reversed socialization (Ekström et al., 

1987; Götze et al., 2009; Jiao & Wei, 2020; Shoham & Dalakas, 2005; Sigirci et al., 2022; 

Thaichon, 2017). Most studies around the topic mainly focus on adolescent's influence on the 

parents' decision-making process, for products such as food, innovations, and ‘eco-friendly 

products’ (Ekström, 2006; Jiao & Wei, 2020; Singh et al., 2020). For example, Jiao and Wei 

(2020) investigated how parents acquire knowledge and skills about an iPhone through the 

process of reversed socialization, which occurs as a result of their interactions with their 

adolescent children. The results indicate that the process of reversed socialization has resulted 

in the product (i.e. an iPhone) acquiring additional symbolic meanings among parents, while 

also helping to reduce their perceptions of risks associated with expensive brands and alleviate 

brand-related fears. Ekström (2007) emphasizes that, through the process of reversed 

socialization, adolescents introduce their parents to new products and trends.  

Furthermore, the reversed socialization process would also be influenced by factors such 

as the type of product being purchased, the decision-making stages, family structure, as well as 

the family's communication and parenting styles (Ekström, 2007; Jiao & Wei, 2020; Singh et 

al., 2020). Typically, when evaluating the influence of adolescents, researchers tend to focus 

on the adolescent’s opinions, expressions of personal preferences, and mainly the results of 

their decisions, rather than the parents’ acquisition of knowledge or learning from these 

interactions (Singh et al., 2020; Thaichon, 2017; Wilson & Wood, 2004). According to Ekström 

et al. (1987) these kinds of influences would not lead to internalization of new knowledge, 
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values or competences. In other words, the learning processes parents may undergo through 

their children, are often disregarded. Knafo & Galansky (2008) also suggested that further 

research should be conducted on how adolescents could impact their parents' attitudes, beliefs, 

desires, and values. The researchers emphasize that the influence of adolescents can indeed lead 

to the incorporation of new knowledge and consumer skills, which would eventually lead to 

changes in consumption behavior. To address this gap in the literature, it is crucial to broaden 

the scope beyond an adolescent's impact on the purchase of specific products. By exploring 

what parents learn from their adolescents by focusing on the actual learning process, rather than 

focusing on specific outcomes like purchasing a product (John, 2018). This outcome is 

frequently associated with adolescent's influence on their parents. 

A reciprocal view? 

As previously stated, research on consumer socialization primarily centers on two aspects: (1) 

primary consumer socialization and (2) reversed consumer socialization. However, there is a 

lack of research on how parents may acquire consumer competences from their adolescents and 

how the learning processes of both the parent and the adolescent relate to one another. As 

already mentioned, John (1999) outlines five consumption competences that adolescents 

develop, which are mainly acquired through interactions with their parents. However, to the 

best of our knowledge, there has been no study conducted on how parents acquire these 

consumption competences from their adolescents through the process of reversed socialization. 

It seems very relevant to us to explore this into more detail. In fact, previous research on 

reversed socialization can fit into John's various consumption competences. As an example, we 

can refer to the previously discussed study by Jiao and Wei (2020). What parents learned from 

their children about the latest iPhone from their kids, can be grouped into John's category of 

transaction knowledge (i.e. information about products and brands) and consumption motives 

(i.e. new symbolic meanings that parents associate with the product, such as being an innovative 
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parent). Furthermore, Thaichon's (2017) study indicates that parents acquire knowledge from 

their children regarding online shopping practices and decision-making factors. This learning 

process can be categorized under John's (1999) transaction knowledge, which involves 

shopping-related skills and the category of decision-making abilities. The objective of this study 

is to investigate the consumption competences that contribute to parental learning and what that 

learning involves in a general sense, without focusing on any specific product or context. This 

study will use John's (1999) five consumption competences as a foundation and study how 

parental and adolescent learning relate to them. By combining the aforementioned insights, we 

can formulate the following research questions: “What consumption competences do parents 

acquire from their children through their daily interactions?”.  

RQ1: What is the occurrence of verbal and nonverbal communication regarding (an element related 

to) a specific consumer competence? 

RQ2:What is the type of verbal or non-verbal communication that occurred during this interaction? 

RQ3: What is the context in which the verbal or non-verbal communication took place? (Where did 

the interactions take place, for how long and how) 

RQ4: What did the parents and/or their adolescents specifically learn from these interactions 

regarding each competence? 

RQ5:What socialization path can we differentiate (primary consumer socialization or reversed 

consumer socialization)and how does that relate to the other party's learning? 

Methodology 

The following section outlines the planned procedures and research methods as well as the 

respondents who will participate in this study. The commencement of data collection for this 

study is scheduled for early April. This research received a positive advice from the Ethical 

Advisory Committee of the authors’ corresponding faculty. 

Research method 
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As previously discussed, we suppose that parental learning from their adolescents is partly 

unconscious and mostly hidden in the daily interactions between both the parents and their 

adolescents. Götze et al. (2009) suggest that journals or diaries are excellent instruments for 

studying activities, interactions and behavior that occur on a daily basis within the context of a 

given situation (Bolger et al., 2003). The diary method is a data collection technique where 

participants are administered diaries where they write down their activities, conversations or 

any ideas that might be interesting to the researchers (Bolger et al., 2003). Especially in the 

context of this study, where we gauge daily interactions between family members, a diary study 

seems most suitable (Götze et al., 2009).  

Participants and recruitment  

All families participating in this study must have at least one adolescent aged between 11 and 

16 years old. This age group was chosen because adolescents in this category have attained 

complete cognitive development, as established by Piaget (1972), and have acquired some 

knowledge of consumer roles, in comparison to younger children, as affirmed by Mangleburg 

(1990). On top of that, each of these families need to have internet access at home for 

completing the online diaries. We aim for 20 families to participate in this study and parental 

and minors’ written consent will be asked in advance. The participating families will be 

recruited via multiple ways. First, an invitation letter will be distributed in places frequented by 

families (for example the local supermarket, sports hall, etc.). Second, different primary and 

secondary schools in the Belgian region of Flanders will be asked to spread out an invitation 

letter about the study. The parents of each family will receive a gift voucher for a supermarket 

(€100) after completing the entire study.  

Procedure  

The purpose and course of study will be explained in an introductory interview. Afterwards, 

the participating families will each keep an online diary (separately), over a 10-day period. 
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During this period, we will question the respondents on a daily basis about the five consumption 

competences of John (1999). For each of the consumption competences, parents and 

adolescents will respond to questions about the (1) occurrence of verbal and nonverbal 

communication regarding (an element related to) that specific consumer competence, (2) the 

type of verbal or non-verbal communication that occurred during this interaction, (3) what they 

specifically learned regarding each competence. 

The same questions will be asked to both the parents and their adolescents. The parents' 

questions on the first category ‘advertising’ are for example as follows; “Did advertising come 

up in the interactions (verbal/ non-verbal) you had with your teenager today?”. Subsequently, 

parents are required to indicate whether they had communicated verbally or non-verbally with 

their adolescent about advertising, specifying the content of the conversation in case of verbal 

interaction or describing what caught their attention and why in case of non-verbal interaction. 

Finally, parents should indicate how much and what they learned from interacting with their 

adolescent about advertising. The participating parents have to answer these questions on each 

of the five consumption competences every day.  

On the contrary, the participating adolescents will only be questioned with regard to their 

verbal interactions with their parents. The adolescent's questions on the first category 

‘advertising’ are as follows; “Did you talk to your parents today about advertising you saw on 

television, the Internet or anywhere else?”. They should then indicate what they talked about, 

why they talked about it and where they had this conversation and with whom. In conclusion, 

they must indicate and explain whether they believe they taught their parents something about 

advertising or whether they learned something from their parents about advertising. After 

completing the diary study, each family will be invited for a group interview wherein insights 

from the various diaries will be compared and discussed with the other family members. By 

organizing a focus group, we aim to explore the perceptions of the different family members 
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about parental learning through their teenagers. Comparing the teenagers’ perception with their 

parent’s perception of parental learning would lead to deeper insights on the actual learning 

process. The diaries and the interviews will be subjected to content analysis to analyse the 

results.  

Expected results and implications 

At the time of submission, data collection will not have started yet. Data collection is scheduled 

for early April. We plan to have all results prior to the conference, but for now, we will provide 

a brief summary of our anticipated findings that correspond to our research questions. Our main 

objective is to examine: “What consumption competences do parents acquire from their 

children through their daily interactions?”. Furthermore, we aim to broaden the current 

views on the context in which both parents  and adolescents learn from each other  parents and 

which of those competences contribute to the reciprocal learning. This study differs from others 

by examining the acquisition of consumer skills in daily interactions of both parents and their 

adolescents, rather than solely focusing on the influence of their adolescent in the buying 

process of a particular product category. Additionally, this study goes beyond the conventional 

focus of consumer socialization on either the socialization of adolescents or parents. Instead, it 

views the process of consumer socialization as a dynamic interplay between both parents and 

adolescents, which is a relatively unexplored area in the field. Moreover, many studies that 

investigate reversed consumer socialization solely examine the parents and fail to include 

adolescents in their surveys or interviews. By questioning both adolescents and their parents 

about their perceptions of the adolescent’s influence on their parents' learning, we can gain a 

deeper understanding of how this reciprocal learning is established. Lastly, this study will 

utilize the diary study to map the implicit learning of parents in relation to their children. Our 

study will enhance our comprehension of the reciprocal interaction within families, thus leading 

to a better understanding of how the household unit functions in reality. 
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