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Using Brand Characters to Promote
Young Children’s Liking of and Purchase
Requests for Fruit

SIMONE M. pe DROOG, PATTI M. VALKENBURG,
AND MONIEK BUIJZEN

The Amsterdam School of Communications Research, University of
Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

The aim of this experiment was to investigate whether brand characters can enhance
children’s liking of and purchase request intent for fruit compared to candy. The
authors assigned 216 preschool students between the ages of 4 and 6 years to 9
experimental conditions in which they were presented with a healthy snack (chopped
bananas) and an unhealthy snack (banana candy). The packages of these snacks
portrayed a familiar character (i.e., Dora from Dora the Explorer or SpongeBob
from SpongeBob SquarePants), an unfamiliar character, or no character (control
group). The authors’ results showed that brand characters can increase children’s
liking of and purchase request intent for fruit up to a level similar to candy. How-
ever, the effects on liking and purchase request intent did not differ between familiar
and unfamiliar characters. These results may be helpful for future marketing
campaigns to promote children’s consumption of healthy foods.

In most welfare states, there is a growing concern about the weight of children.
Approximately 20-30% of children up to 19 years of age in Europe and the United
States are overweight. If these trends continue on a linear basis, it is expected that as
0f 2010, 1 in 10 European children and 1 in 7 American children will be obese (Wang
& Lobstein, 2006). Because overweight children have a higher risk of developing type
2 diabetes, heart problems, and psychological problems, specialists foresee a gener-
ation of children who may not outlive their parents (Laing, 2002; Wakefield, 2004;
Wang & Lobstein; World Health Organization, 2006).

Children’s weight gain in recent years has been paralleled with an explosive
growth of child-directed food advertising. The majority of these food advertisements
are about high-calorie foods and soft drinks (Buijzen, Schuurman, & Bomhof, 2008;
Hastings, et al., 2003; Holt, Ippolito, Desrochers, & Kelley, 2007). As a result,
child-directed food advertising is often considered as one of the main causes of child
obesity, which has led to a range of measures reducing children’s exposure to adver-
tising for unhealthy foods. Many countries have adopted self-regulatory advertising
rules. For example, in the United States and several European countries, advertisers
are strongly advised not to use child idols to promote food products in television
commercials for children. Besides self-regulation, some countries—such as Sweden
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and Norway—have explicit bans on child-directed advertising (Children’s
Advertising Review Unit, 2006; Garde, 2008; Jardine & Wentz, 2005).

Apart from measures focused on reducing the consumption of unhealthy foods,
one could also think of measures aimed at promoting the consumption of healthy
foods. For example, the World Health Organization (2005, 2006) emphasized that
obesity should be tackled not just by reducing the intake of fat and sugar, but also
by stimulating the intake of fruit and vegetables. Children who eat fruit and vegeta-
bles on a daily basis usually have a healthier weight, because these healthy foods are
high in fiber and reduce the craving for high-calorie snacks (Lin & Morrison, 2002;
Tohill, 2005). However, although there have been many studies on the effects of
advertising on children’s unhealthy food consumption, there is hardly any research
on whether and how advertising could stimulate the consumption of healthy foods.

The few studies that have looked at health-promoting marketing techniques seem
promising. Robinson, Borzekowski, Matheson, and Kraemer (2007) showed that chil-
dren’s preference for milk and carrots increased when the McDonald’s logo was
placed on the wrappings. French and Stables (2003) found that fruit promotion in
cafeterias (e.g., attractive packages) stimulated adolescents’ fruit consumption.
Tapper, Horne, and Lowe (2003) found an increase of children’s fruit and vegetable con-
sumption when they were given a premium. Last, Pempek and Calvert (2009) showed
that children who played an advergame promoting healthy food consumption chose
more healthy snacks than did children who played the less healthy advergame version.

The aim of this experimental study was to extend on this new line of research
and investigate how a marketing technique can stimulate children’s liking of and
purchase request intent for fruit. We focused on brand characters as the marketing
technique, because previous studies have shown that brand characters can be
successful in stimulating children to consume unhealthy foods, such as presugared
cereals, junk food, soft drinks, and candy (Atkin, 1975; Bahn, 1989; Carruth,
Skinner, Moran, & Coletta, 2000; Macklin, 1994; Mizerski, 1995; Neeley &
Shumann, 2004). More specifically, we focused on two types of brand characters—
familiar and unfamiliar—because children have shown to relate differently to these
two types of characters (Callcott & Alvey, 1991; Callcott & Lee, 1995; Hoffner, 1996).

Brand Characters as a Marketing Technique for Preschool Students

The use of brand characters is a marketing technique that gives a product a
child-friendly appearance (Chapman, Nicholas, Banovic, & Supramaniam, 2006;
Valkenburg, 2004). Advertisers place a colorful picture of a character on the front
panel of the package, like an animated bee on a cornflakes package or a Disney
character on a dessert. Earlier studies on the effects of brand characters on unhealthy
snacks have shown that these characters can increase preschool students’ attention
for, and recognition and liking of, the product or brand (Bahn, 1986, 1989; Macklin,
1994; McNeal & Ji, 2003; Mizerski, 1995; Neeley & Schumann, 2004). This success of
brand characters can be explained by the specific appeals that these characters have
on preschool students.

Brand characters are appealing to preschool students on two levels. On a more
basic perceptual level, children simply like the characters for their appearance. Char-
acters are usually funny, brightly colored, and simply drawn animations. This is
especially appealing to preschool students because of their limited cognitive abilities.
Preschool students are not able to evaluate stimuli on more than one or two
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dimensions and focus only on the most salient attributes (Valkenburg, 2004).
Because preschool students do not understand abstract or multileveled stimuli and
messages, the things that stand out are characterized by simplicity (Acuff & Reiher,
1997; Valkenburg). Several studies have shown that products with colorful charac-
ters on the package stand out to preschool students (Acuff & Reiher; Bahn, 1989;
Carruth et al., 2000; McNeal, 1999; McNeal & Ji, 2003; Rust, 1993).

Characters can also be appealing on an emotional level. From the age of 2 years,
children become less dependent on their parents and start to allow other people into
their lives (Damon, 1983; McNeal, 2007). These people may be real-life persons, but
they also may be cartoon characters that they encounter in the media (McNeal).
Children can develop a special relationship with these characters, referred to as para-
social interaction: after a period of media exposure, children think they know the
character as a close friend and wish to be part of the character’s social world
(Hoffner, 1996; Lemish, 2007). A way for preschool students to be close to their
(character) friend is to collect products that refer to the character, such as stuffed
toys resembling the character or products with a picture of the character on it.
Consequently, the more presence a character gains in a child’s world, the more
influence it can have on his or her consumption (Acuff & Reiher, 1997; McNeal).

Whether a character is appealing on a perceptual or emotional level depends on
the familiarity of a character. Familiar characters originate from movies, comic
books, television programs, or other media (Callcott & Lee, 1995). They are usually
vivid persona with whom children easily form friendships. This special relationship
with characters motivates continued media exposure, making the character a
well-known personality for the child (Callcott & Phillips, 1996; Hoffner, 1996).
Unfamiliar characters or noncelebrities are developed only for the purposes of
marketing (Callcott & Lee). Similar to familiar characters, unfamiliar characters
can be appealing on a perceptual level and generate great product attention. How-
ever, because unfamiliar characters are usually static characters on products, without
the widespread media exposure or merchandise, it will take longer for children to
develop relationships with them. Consequently, unfamiliar characters may be less
emotionally appealing than familiar characters.

Characters with great emotional appeal are expected to have a higher effect on a
child’s product liking and purchase request intent than characters with less emo-
tional appeal (Callcott & Lee, 1995; McNeal, 1999, 2007). One reason is that children
are more susceptible to information from friends and idols than to information from
unfamiliar individuals (Hoffner, 1996; Valkenburg, 2004). Another reason is that a
familiar character can be so impressive to a preschool student that it distracts atten-
tion from the product inside the package (Callcott & Alvey, 1991). Irrespective of
the content inside, children want to have as many products of their favorite character
as possible (Acuff & Reiher, 1997). This distraction of the content of the package
could be beneficial to overcome children’s initial resistance to healthy products.

The Development of Children’s Liking of and Purchase Request Intent for Fruit

Children’s food preferences emerge at the age of 2 years, when they become inde-
pendent eaters and start to reject certain foods (Zeinstra, Koelen, Kok, & De Graaf,
2007). The age span between 2 and 7 years is particularly important because during
this time, children construct their first food ideas, which often last into adulthood
(Rasmussen et al., 2006; Zeinstra et al.). Because the reasoning capacities of these
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young children are not yet fully developed, it is difficult for them to use conceptual
motives to choose foods (Acuff & Reiher, 1997). For example, they do not fully
understand the concept of /ealth and that eating fruit is good for the body (Zeinstra
et al.). The first food ideas of preschool students are usually based on perceptual
attributes, which could be the appearance of the product or its package. As a result,
preschool students may simply dislike a product with a strange shape or ugly color
and like a product because it has a nice picture on the package. Furthermore, a posi-
tive product attitude (liking) is usually a good predictor for higher level consumption
behavior, such as purchase request intent (Macklin, 1994; Zeinstra et al.).

Preschool students’ focus on perceptual attributes could explain their low motiv-
ation to consume fruit. Whereas in the past two decades manufacturers of unhealthy
products have developed a wide array of marketing strategies to persuade children,
the presentation of fruit has hardly changed (O’Dougherty, Story, & Stang, 2006).
However, previous studies have indicated that the appeal for fruit could increase
when popular marketing techniques are used (French & Stables, 2003; Pempek &
Calvert, 2009; Tapper, Horne, & Lowe, 2003). These earlier studies suggest
promising outcomes for the use of brand characters to stimulate children’s fruit
consumption.

Aim of This Study

In summary, there is little empirical evidence on children’s healthy food consump-
tion induced by brand characters in general or specific types of characters. There-
fore, we investigated the extent to which familiar and unfamiliar characters are
successful in creating product liking and purchase request intent. In an experimental
study, we presented preschool students with two types of snacks (healthy vs.
unhealthy) and investigated the effects of familiar and unfamiliar characters on
the package. Specifically, we hypothesized that fruit with a familiar character or
an unfamiliar character on the package will elicit more liking of fruit than fruit with-
out a character on the package (Hypothesis 1a), that the familiar character will elicit
more liking of fruit than the unfamiliar character (Hypothesis 1b), that fruit with a
familiar character or an unfamiliar character on the package will elicit higher pur-
chase request intent for fruit than fruit without a character on the package (Hypoth-
esis 2a), and that the familiar character will elicit higher purchase request intent for
fruit than the unfamiliar character (Hypothesis 2b).

Method
Sample

In March and April of 2008, we recruited 216 children (50% boys, 50% girls) between
the ages of 4 to 6 years from three kindergarten schools in urban and suburban dis-
tricts in The Netherlands, which consisted of students with various socioeconomic
and cultural backgrounds.

Stimulus Materials

Prototypes of the healthy and unhealthy snack were designed by an art director
specialized in kids marketing, and the prototypes resembled products that could
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be sold in a supermarket. The healthy snack was a banana, which was chopped into
slices and with a little fruit juice sealed in a one-portion-size transparent plastic cup.
To diminish the effect of taste preferences, banana candy was selected as the
unhealthy snack. The banana candy was packed in a one-portion-size transparent
plastic bag. For the familiar character, we used the most popular characters among
4- to 6-year-old children (IPM KidWise, 2007). Because boys and girls differed in
their character preference, for boys we used an image of SpongeBob, a male charac-
ter from the cartoon SpongeBob SquarePants, and for girls we used an image of
Dora, a female character from the cartoon Dora the Explorer. The unfamiliar
character did not differ for boys and girls; it was a monkey (see Figure 1).

For the healthy snack, the pictures were printed on a green-colored paper wrap-
ping that was placed around the plastic cup, leaving see-through openings on both
sides that showed the banana slices inside (see Figure 1). The character was depicted
next to the product name. For the unhealthy snack, the pictures were placed as a
sticker on the plastic bag. The background of the sticker had a similar green color
as did the healthy snack’s wrapping. Although the sticker was big, the candy inside

Figure 1. The fruit and candy packages with the unfamiliar character used in the study.



84 S. M. de Droog et al.

the bag was still visible (see Figure 1). The character was depicted next to the product
name. Product names were left on the package to make the packages look real,
although none of the children in the experiment was yet able to read.

Design

To test whether brand characters can increase children’s liking of and purchase
request intent for fruit, we performed an experiment with a 3 (character on package
condition: familiar vs. unfamiliar vs. no character) x 2 (snack condition: healthy vs.
unhealthy) mixed factorial design. Character on package was a between-subjects fac-
tor: The type of character on each snack package varied across the experimental
groups. Snack condition was a within-subjects factor: Each child reported their liking
and purchase request intent scores to both the healthy and unhealthy snack. With
three different character packages for the healthy snack and three different character
packages for the unhealthy snack, the mixed factorial design resulted into nine
different experimental conditions, to which the children where randomly assigned.

Procedure

Before the experiment took place, parents received an information letter and were
asked to fill out a parental consent form. Children were interviewed individually dur-
ing school hours in a quiet room near the classroom. First, children were asked for
their name and age. Then the interviewer asked them what they did last weekend to
make them feel more at ease. During the introduction, the interviewer emphasized
that there were no right or wrong answers and that their own opinion was valued
the most. A smiley board, depicting four faces that differed in emotions from happy
to unhappy, was used to help children respond to the questions. Before starting the
experiment, the purpose of the smiley board was explained and tested. None of the
children had problems with these visual response options.

The experiment started by showing the two snacks from all sides. When asking
questions about a particular character or snack, the interviewer specifically pointed
at that character or snack. Because each question was asked specifically for each
snack, all of the questions were counterbalanced: 50% first answered the questions
for the healthy snack; the other 50% first answered the questions for the unhealthy
snack.

Measures

Liking of Snack

We measured liking of snack for the healthy and unhealthy snack by asking children,
“How much do you like this one [pointing at snack]?”” Children could respond by
pointing at a face on the smiley board, which symbolized a following 4-point-scale
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much). For healthy snack, M =298,
SD =1.11; for unhealthy snack, M =3.39; SD =0.90.

Purchase Request Intent for Snack

Although preschool students are yet not able to purchase their favorite products,
they do show their purchase preferences in retail environments by selecting and pick-
ing up products (Buijzen & Valkenburg, 2008). Therefore, we measured purchase
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request intent for snack for the healthy and unhealthy snack by asking children,
“Would you pick out this one [pointing at snack] the next time you are in the super-
market?”” Again the smiley board was used, symbolizing a different 4-point scale ran-
ging from 1 (no) to 4 (yes). For healthy snack, M =2.21, SD =1.42; for unhealthy
snack, M=3.50, SD=1.05. Because children’s purchase request intent for the
unhealthy snack was highly skewed, a square root transformation was performed
(Field, 2005). The transformation changed the range of the purchase request intent
scale from 1 to 4 into 1 to 2 (for purchase request intent for healthy snack, M =1.41,
SD =0.48; for purchase request intent for unhealthy snack, M =1.60, SD =0.47).

Results
The Influence of Character on Liking of Fruit

To test whether the character conditions would elicit more liking of the fruit snack
than the non—character condition (Hypothesis 1a) and whether the familiar character
would elicit more liking of the fruit snack than the unfamiliar character (Hypothesis
1b), we performed a mixed-design analysis of variance with liking of snack as the
dependent variable, type of snack as the within-subjects factor, and type of character
as the between-subjects factor. The within-subjects factor was constructed from the
dependent variables liking of healthy snack and liking of unhealthy snack. The
between-subjects factor referred to the experimental conditions and consisted of
the independent variables, character on healthy snack and character on unhealthy
snack. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 1.

The analysis of wvariance showed that there was a significant main
within-subjects effect for type of snack, F(1, 207) =14.04, p < .001 (one-tailed), indi-
cating that in general children liked the unhealthy snack more than the healthy
snack. There was also a significant main between-subjects effect for character on
healthy snack, F(2, 207)=3.50, p <.01 (one-tailed). The estimated marginal means
indicated that children confronted with the healthy snack without a character on
the package gave lower liking scores than did children confronted with a character
on the package. More important, there was a significant Type of Snack x Type of
Character interaction, F(2, 207) =3.44, p < .01 (one-tailed). The estimated marginal
means indicated that the difference in liking between the healthy and unhealthy
snack only held for the condition in which the healthy snack had no character. This
means that only when children were confronted with the healthy fruit snack without
a character on the package did they give fruit a considerably lower liking score than

Table 1. Children’s liking of the healthy and unhealthy snack, by type of character

Liking healthy snack Liking unhealthy snack

Character on healthy snack M SD M SD
No character 2.63¢~ 1.22 3.44” 1.01
Unfamiliar character 3.11° 1.00 3.40 0.78
Familiar character 3.19° 1.04 3.33 0.92

“ PRow differences are significant at least at p < .01 (one-tailed).
* YColumn differences are significant at least at p < .01 (one-tailed).
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candy. When the healthy fruit snack had a character on the package (either familiar
or unfamiliar), fruit was liked just as much as candy. Although boys and girls were
presented with a different familiar character, the results were equal for both genders.

The Influence of Character on Purchase Request Intent for Fruit

To test whether the character conditions would elicit higher purchase request intent
for the fruit snack than the non-character condition (Hypothesis 2a) and whether
the familiar character would elicit higher purchase request intent for the fruit snack
than the unfamiliar character (Hypothesis 2b), we performed a second mixed-design
analysis of variance with purchase request intent for snack as the dependent variable,
and again type of snack as the within-subjects factor, and type of character as the
between-subjects factor. The within-subjects factor was constructed from the depen-
dent variables, purchase request intent for healthy snack and purchase request intent
for unhealthy snack. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 2.

The analysis of variance yielded a significant main within-subjects effect for type
of snack, F(1, 207)=8.97, p<.01 (one-tailed), indicating that in general children
showed higher purchase request intent for the unhealthy snack than the healthy
snack. However, again a significant Type of Snack x Type of Character on Healthy
Snack interaction, F(2, 207) =3.20, p < .05, indicated that the difference in purchase
request intent between the healthy and unhealthy snack only held for the condition
in which the healthy snack had no character. This means that only when children
were confronted with the healthy fruit snack without a character on the package
did they show lower purchase request intent for fruit. When the healthy fruit snack
had a character on the package (either familiar or unfamiliar), the purchase request
intent for fruit was similar to that of candy. Again, the results were equal for both
genders.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate whether preschool students’ liking of and
purchase request intent for fruit increases when fruit is given a character-branded
package. In our hypotheses, we expected that fruit with a character on the package
would elicit more liking (Hypothesis la) and higher purchase request intent
(Hypothesis 2a) than fruit without a character on the package. We also expected that

Table 2. Children’s purchase request intent for the healthy and unhealthy snack, by
type of character

Purchase request intent Purchase request intent

for healthy snack for unhealthy snack
Character on healthy snack M SD M SD
No character 1.29¥ 0.45 1.71” 0.44
Unfamiliar character 1.48 0.49 1.52 0.49
Familiar character 1.45 0.48 1.56 0.47

* YColumn differences are significant at least at p < .05 (one-tailed).



Promoting Fruit With Brand Characters 87

the familiar character would elicit more liking (Hypothesis 1b) and higher purchase
request intent (Hypothesis 2b) than the unfamiliar character. These hypotheses were
partly supported by our results. Consistent with Hypothesis 1a and Hypothesis 2a,
the healthy snack with a character generated more liking and higher purchase
request intent than the healthy snack without a character. More specifically, fruit
with a character on the package was just as appealing as candy, whereas fruit with-
out a character was no match for the already highly preferred candy. In conclusion,
brand characters can indeed increase a preschool student’s appeal of healthy
products such as fruit.

Contrary to Hypothesis 1b and Hypothesis 2b, the type of character (familiar vs.
unfamiliar) did not significantly alter preschool students’ liking of and purchase
request intent for fruit. The familiar characters were expected to generate higher
advertising effects than the unfamiliar character. However, we did not find any dif-
ference in product liking and purchase request intent between the familiar and
unfamiliar characters. A possible explanation for this unexpected result could lie
in the high character—product congruence of the unfamiliar character (i.e., mon-
key-bananas). Apart from the emotional appeal of a brand character, characters
may also be more successful when they are congruent with the product or brand they
endorse (Acuff & Reiher, 1997; Callcott & Philips, 1996). We used a monkey as a
brand character for both the banana and the banana candy. It might be that the pre-
school students in our study especially liked the monkey character, because the com-
bination of a monkey and a banana is a familiar script in cartoons and comic books.
This familiarity, in turn, may have stimulated their liking of the product.

Conclusions and Implications

We started our study with a discussion regarding the growing concern about over-
weight children and the international focus on measures to reduce the intake of
unhealthy foods. We hoped to contribute to the discussion on childhood obesity—
preventing measures by exploring a measure that could stimulate children’s intake
of healthy foods. Our results are promising. They indicate that by using a percep-
tually appealing stimulus on a fruit package, preschool students like fruit—and
intend to make a request for it—just as much as candy. Instead of developing nega-
tive fruit attitudes (e.g., “Fruit is boring’), the brand character technique might
stimulate preschool students to develop positive fruit attitudes that could continue
into adulthood. However, our study may bring up ethical issues in using brand char-
acters at all, even if it is to promote their health. Such ethical issues cannot be
ignored in this field, and they should take place within the wider debate on
child-directed health promotion. We therefore hope that our study inspires policy-
makers, interest groups, and academics to explore media-related policies other than
just advertising regulations and bans.

On a theoretical level, our study is unique in testing different types of products
and different types of characters. We have shown that the brand character technique
can be effective for a healthy product such as fruit. However, we did not find support
for the theoretical assumption that for a product, familiar characters can elicit more
liking and higher purchase request intent than can unfamiliar characters. Future
research on different types of brand characters should include a character’s degree
of character—product congruency. Furthermore, the effect of brand characters
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should also be tested for different types of fruit and other healthy products such as
vegetables and milk.
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