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Abstract

It has been traditionally estimated that children begin to understand the persuasive intent of advertising at about the
age of 8 which is when they acquire the skills of adult consumers. The ability to identify and interpret the persuasive
content that minors are exposed to via mobile phones was analyzed through semi-structured interviews of children aged
10 to 14 years along with their parents in 20 households. Although minors seem to be able to recognize the persuasive
intent of advertising, this does not necessarily mean that they have a deep understanding of the new digital formats that
combine persuasion and entertainment. Data analysis of the interviews shows low recognition of the persuasive intent of
commercial messages that are not explicitly identified as such, particularly on social networks. Data collected after minors
viewing of different examples allowed researchers to conclude that standardized advertising is mainly identified by its
format. Three levels of advertising processing were detected in minors: the liking of the advertisement, the affinity for the
advertised product, and the ability to contrast the claims with searches for comments, forums or opinions of influencers.
Recent research verified that conceptual knowledge of the persuasive intention of the advertising does not suffice for
minors to interpret the message, a fact that must be taken into account when developing advertising literacy. For parents,
the amount of time spent on these devices and the type of use minors make of their cellphones or the relationships they
establish on them are more relevant than exposure to advertising itself.
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1. Introduction

Mobile phones are widely present in Western societies.
The improvement of mobile internet connection has
turned this personal screen into the main point of access,
communication, and consumption of digital content for
many users (IAB Spain, 2021), including minors. Among
Chilean children aged 10 to 13, the penetration of mobile
phones is over 80% (Cabello et al., 2020; VTR, 2019).
The personal nature of mobiles and their ubiquitous
presence (Ohme et al., 2020) gave rise to a relation-

ship between users and cellphones that, as Beer (2012)
suggests, surpasses that of a mere portal to the digi-
tal world. The massive spread of cell phone use and its
impact on consumption habits and lifestyles of internet
users have transformed this device into an advertising
medium. In fact, according to Statista (2019), in 2022
advertising expenditure for mobile media will outpace
desktop expenditure.

As mobile phone users, minors are highly exposed to
advertising when using these devices. Exploratory stud-
ies (Feijoo et al., 2020) show that, through their mobile
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phones, minors spend a significant amount of time con-
nected to platforms such as YouTube, game apps, and
Instagram, in which advertising exposure has been quan-
tified to be 14 minutes per hour, slightly higher than that
of traditional media such as television.

Previous research on digital advertising address-
ing minors (De Jans & Hudders, 2020; Feijoo &
Pavez, 2019; Hudders et al., 2017; Ldpez-Villafranca
& Olmedo-Salar, 2019; Ramos-Serrano & Herrero-Diz,
2016; Rozendaal et al.,, 2013; Tur-Vines et al., 2018;
van Dam & van Reijmersdal, 2019; van Reijmersdal &
Rozendaal, 2020; van Reijmersdal et al., 2012, 2017;
Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2017) highlight the increasingly
blurry line between entertainment and commercial con-
tent in the digital context. Other studies focusing on the
consumption of advertising through mobile devices of
the youngest population have also referred to and identi-
fied this blurry limit (An & Kang, 2014; Chen et al., 2013;
Terlutter & Capella, 2013). At the same time, as is the
case with the mobile phones, minors consume advertis-
ing on their own, which makes direct parental mediation
more difficult (Oates et al., 2014).

In this context this article aims to research the abil-
ity of minors to understand the persuasive intentional-
ity of the advertising they are exposed to through their
mobile phones. Particular attention is paid to hybrid
advertising formats, which lack intentional transparency
(van Reijmersdal & Rozendaal, 2020) and therefore, hin-
der the recognition of the advertising phenomenon.

2. Children’s Advertising Literacy in the Face of New
Digital Formats

Advertising literacy, also called persuasive knowledge,
can be defined as the beliefs that consumers form about
the motives, strategies, and tactics used in advertising
(Rozendaal et al., 2013). Several theoretical models (e.g.,
Wright et al., 2005) establish the specific components of
advertising literacy. The model proposed by Rozendaal
et al. (2011), that differentiates two dimensions of adver-
tising literacy, is used as reference in this study.

The first dimension comprises conceptual advertis-
ing literacy, which refers to the ability to recognize a
commercial message and its intentions. Specifically, this
dimension implies:

1. The recognition of advertising, differentiating
advertising from other media content such as
information or entertainment;

2. Understanding the commercial intention (that the
advertising is trying to sell products);

3. Recognition of the source of advertising (who pays
to insert ads);

4. Identification of the target audience (under-
standing the concept of targeting and audience
segmentation);

5. ldentification of the persuasive intention (that
advertising tries to influence consumer behavior

by, for example, changing attitudes towards a
product);

6. Persuasive tactics (understanding that advertisers
use specific tactics to persuade);

7. Capturing advertising bias (being aware of discrep-
ancies between the advertised product and the
actual one).

The second dimension is attitudinal advertising literacy,
which is evaluative in nature. This dimension consists
of two components: skepticism towards advertising (the
tendency towards disbelief in advertising), and the level
of like/dislike towards advertising.

Previous studies on advertising in traditional media,
assumed that the conceptual dimension of advertis-
ing literacy was sufficient for children to filter out
and process advertising messages. Nevertheless, sev-
eral authors have done research on new digital adver-
tising formats (An et al., 2014; Rozendaal et al., 2011,
2013; van Reijmersdal et al., 2017; Vanwesenbeeck et al.,
2017) and their results indicate that conceptual knowl-
edge of the persuasive intentionality of advertising is
necessary but does not suffice for minors to properly
process messages that exhibit non-traditional features
(Livingstone & Helsper, 2006; Rozendaal et al., 2011).
This is due to the fact that when children are exposed
to non-traditional advertising, they would be applying a
low-effort cognitive processing, according to the model
presented by Buijzen et al. (2010; PCMC model), and
would fail to activate the associative network of knowl-
edge on advertising they have developed (An et al., 2014;
Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; Rozendaal et al., 2011,
2013; van Reijmersdal et al., 2017; Vanwesenbeeck et al.,
2017). The embedded, subtle, and enveloping nature
of these digital ad formats increases low cognitive elab-
oration during exposure to them (van Reijmersdal &
Rozendaal, 2020). Moreover, children’s attention is con-
centrated on the recreational part of the format, and
therefore persuasive message processing abilities are
left on the back burner (Rifon et al., 2014). The stud-
ies cited herein highlight the need to consider the atti-
tudinal dimension of advertising literacy, which is much
more effective in helping children to question and inter-
pret advertising.

Despite the difficulties that recognizing persua-
sive intentionality poses, formats that present blurred
boundaries between entertainment, information, and
advertising are what younger audiences demand.
The AdReaction study by Kantar Millward Brown (2017),
revealed that younger audiences are most likely to qual-
ify digital advertising as annoying, however their attitude
becomes more positive when exposed to advertising that
include rewards, use special effects, or incorporates new
immersive elements. In addition, teenagers, for example,
accept the presence of brands and sponsorships when it
is mediated by influencers of their choice as long as the
ratio between entertainment and commercial content is
not disturbed (van Dam & van Reijmersdal, 2019).
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However, the difficulty exhibited by minors in iden-
tifying the advertising intention of certain content, the
possibility of airing contents unaccompanied by clear
warnings given imprecise regulation and the perception
of credibility with which influencers infuse commercial
communications (Feijoo & Pavez, 2019; Tur-Viiies et al.,
2018), all add up to increase the risk of the current adver-
tising context.

The need for explicit identification of the commercial
interest of content is key to activate persuasive knowl-
edge in the user (Friestad & Wright, 1994). This has
led legislators to demand adequate and clear marking
of these formats as a way to protect vulnerable audi-
ences (Boerman etal., 2012). Nonetheless, national legis-
lations lag behind on the dynamism of the phenomenon
(Sixto-Garcia & Alvarez Vazquez, 2020).

There is growing literature on the advertising literacy
of minors in the digital context, specifically on advergam-
ing (Hudders et al., 2017; Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007;
van Reijmersdal et al., 2012; Vanwesenbeeck et al., 2017),
social networks (Rozendaal et al., 2013; Zarouali et al.,
2018), personalized digital advertising (van Reijmersdal
et al., 2017), or influencer marketing (van Dam & van
Reijmersdal, 2019). However, empirical evidence on the
advertising literacy of children with mobile phones is still
missing. The use of this screen is particularly relevant
among minors given its features in terms of mobility,
autonomy, and universality which are incomparable to
those of other means of online access (Beer, 2012).

Thus, the way in which content is consumed on
mobile phone needs to be considered: Its current ubig-
uity allows individuals to communicate, inform, or be
entertained anywhere, at any time (Ohme et al., 2020).
Likewise, comparatively speaking, the perception of
intrusion and invasion of the private sphere is greater via
mobile than on other channels. It is considered the most
personal communicational extension of human beings
(Gémez-Tinoco, 2012).

In the last decade, there have been many investiga-
tions focused on the analysis of the use of mobile devices
by children and young people (Mascheroni & Olafsson,
2014), given the high penetration the devices have had
among the audience mentioned herein. Several authors
have conducted exploratory studies on the consumption
of advertising through mobile devices in younger chil-
dren (An & Kang, 2014; Chen et al., 2013; Terlutter &
Capella, 2013) and report a certain degree of inconsis-
tency with respect to differentiation and categorization
of persuasive messages. For example, researchers such
as Chen et al. (2013) showed that age recommendations
for services or content offered by apps do not cover the
supervision of the inserted advertising.

Another exploratory study (Feijoo et al., 2020)
revealed that this age group spends much of their time
connected to mobile phones in which the level exposure
to non-traditional advertising is comparatively higher
than media such as television. What seems beyond
doubt is that minors are using their mobile phones to

access the internet as a priority and this implies a high
exposure to commercial content.

It is therefore necessary to question whether chil-
dren are prepared for activating their persuasion knowl-
edge in the mobile context. Therefore, the following
research questions are posed:

RQla: What is minors’ conceptual advertising liter-
acy with respect to advertising they receive through
mobile phones, specifically in terms of (a) recogni-
tion of advertising, (b) understanding selling intent,
(c) understanding persuasive intent, (d) recognition
of advertising source, and (e) understanding persua-
sive tactics?

RQlb: What is minors’ attitudinal advertising liter-
acy with respect to advertising they receive through
mobile phones, specifically disliking it and skepticism
towards it?

Furthermore, advertising literacy can be dispositional or
situational (Hudders et al., 2017): Having dispositional
advertising literacy involves various abilities such as
(a) being in possession of the knowledge and skills about
a phenomenon, and situational literacy; (b) being able to
process advertisements as such; and (c) having sufficient
consumer’s knowledge (cognitive, moral, and affective)
with regards to the advertising phenomenon. All these
need to be activated when the viewer is exposed to
advertising, in order for them to recognize the persuasive
intention and critically reflect on the message received.
To reflect on the level of correspondence between the
minor’s self-reported advertising literacy and their actual
advertising literacy, a second research question is posed:

RQ2: Based on concrete ad mobile examples, what
type of contents do children recognize as advertising?

3. Advertising Literacy of Minors From the Perspective
of Parents

The question arises as to the extent to which access
and the specific ways in which certain devices such as
cellphones are used individually, hinders direct parental
mediation (Oates et al., 2014). It seems pertinent to pay
attention to the perceptions of parents about their chil-
dren’s advertising consumption through these screens.
Parental responsibilities also include mediating the
relationship between minors and the content they con-
sume, which can also be seen as an opportunity to
teach them to differentiate between fiction and real-
ity and to help them acquire healthy consumption pat-
terns (Saraf et al., 2013). In fact, some studies suggest
that parental concern may be highly relevant when it
comes to acquiring certain skills (Condeza et al., 2019;
Shin, 2017). However, when parents are asked about
the advertising their children consume, they continue to
point to television as the main source of this content
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(Oates et al., 2014). In this context, the last research ques-
tion is formulated:

RQ3: What perceptions do parents have about their
children’s exposure to advertising on their mobile
phones?

4. Chile, a Case Study

Chile is an interesting case study due to its high access
and consumption of the internet through mobile devices
(Feijoo & Sadaba, 2021). Its 85% internet penetration of
cell phones is similar to that of other OECD countries
(Subtel, 2020). The internet is mostly widely accessed
through mobile devices (84.2%), more specifically via
smartphone, which account for 80% of total access
(Subtel, 2020). This access pattern is replicated and
accentuated by Chilean children who mainly access inter-
net from their mobile phones, compared to other con-
nection modes such as computers or tablets (Cabello
et al., 2020; Feijoo & Garcia, 2019; Subtel, 2020). As is
the case in other Western countries (Kabali et al., 2015),
although some significant differences related to techno-
logical specificities of the equipment, influenced by the
socioeconomic stratum and setting (urban vs. rural), are
present (Cabello et al., 2018), the penetration of cell-
phones is the most socially uniform of the cited screens.

5. Method
5.1. Methodological Procedures

The objective of this research is to analyze the ability and
aptitudes of minors to critically navigate the advertising
they receive through their mobile phone.

To this avail, minors aged 10 to 14 and one of
their parents/guardians were included in an interview-
ing process which incorporated semi-structured inter-
views. Interviews have been confirmed as an adequate
instrument since most children at this age have already
acquired the necessary skills to achieve successful levels
of verbal exchange (Zarouali et al., 2019). This method-
ological approach responds to the need for new quali-
tative studies that can provide in-depth exploration of
digital skills, including those related to critical capacity
(van Deursen et al., 2016).

The interview was designed taking into consideration
the following questions:

Block 1. Recognition of the advertising phenomenon:
Children explained what they understood by advertis-
ing, what their opinion of advertising was, what char-
acteristics they associated with advertising, and what
level of attention they paid to advertising or what
degree of realism they assigned to advertising.

Block 2. Attitude towards advertising that children
were exposed via mobile phone: We tried to under-

stand how children identified and processed com-
mercial messages and their feelings during these
encounters, whether advertising was liked, perceived
as bothersome, if there was a willingness to watch an
ad, and if it was considered as such.

Block 3. A 2 min video was played that included
17 mobile digital formats with examples from social
media advertising, emailing, SMS, advertisement dis-
play from video games, and unmarked commercial
content published by influencers. The aim was to con-
firm children’s ability to identify persuasive intention.

Block 4. Parental perceptions: What do parents know
and think about the role of their children as recipients
of advertising.

Qualitative data were obtained by means of a thematic
analysis using NVivo (Boyatzis, 1995). The research ques-
tions and the topics included in the interview script
guided which coding categories were established. Given
the researchers’ long-standing engagement with the
topic, both authors participated in the coding process in
order to improve the quality of the ensuing interpreta-
tion of the analyzed material.

5.2. Sample

Twenty homes were visited between June and August
2019, all located in the metropolitan area of Santiago
de Chile to interview one child and one of their parents
or guardian per household. As for the minors, 12 were
girls and eight were boys; 10 were aged 10 to 12 years
old, and the other 10 children were aged 13 or 14 years
old; 11 had their own mobile and the rest (nine) used
their parents’ mobile. As for adults, mothers were gener-
ally interviewed (18), with only two exceptions in which
a father and an older sister (the child’s guardian) were
interviewed. Regarding the socioeconomic level of the
families, 10 qualify as belonging to level C1 (high), 6 to
C2-C3 (middle), and 4 to D (low).

The homes sampled had participated in a previous
phase of the research project to which this study belongs,
in which face-to-face surveys were applied in 501 house-
holds to both one minor and one parent/guardian
following a probabilistic design by areas/macrozones.
A social studies company was in charge of the field
work (Feedback S.L) who constructed their network of
interviewers with previous experience in research stud-
ies with minors available to the authors. Households
in which a minor aged 10 to 14 lived was randomly
selected within each macrozone in the quantitative pro-
cess. In those cases in which there was more than one
individual who met the selection characteristics, the one
who had his birthday closest to the day of the survey was
selected. It is from this sampling frame that 20 families,
who agreed to participate in the project, were selected.
The children should meet the age and gender criteria
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defined for this qualitative stage, in addition to having
telephone ownership, since the navigation registered on
the device directly influences the type of advertising the
user receives. It is important to clarify that in this sec-
ond phase an attempt was made to access all kinds of
family profiles, as had been achieved in the quantitative
process, however, families of well-off levels were more
collaborative, hence in the interviews there is a greater
representation of the groups C1 while other socioeco-
nomic groups are not equally represented.

During the interview, the interviewer first explained
the essence of the interview to the parent or adult
responsible for the household, who had to issue a signed
consent for the minor to participate in this stage of the
study. Next, the consent of the minor himself had to
be obtained. In a neutral area of the home (kitchen or
living room) the interview was completed with a maxi-
mum duration of 20-25 min with the aim of preserving
the child’s attention. An attempt was made to ensure
that guardians were not present during the interview to
prevent any possible interference with the responses of
minors. Finally, after interviewing children, interviews fin-
ished with a last set of questions addressed to adults
regarding their perceptions of the relationship of minors
with advertising on mobile phones.

All documents had been previously reviewed and val-
idated by the Ethics Committee of the university to which
the research project is linked (University of Los Andes).

6. Results
6.1. Conceptual Advertising Literacy

The following elements of conceptual advertising liter-
acy (Rozendaal et al., 2011) were expressed by children:
(a) recognition of advertising; (b) understanding of sell-
ing intent; (c) recognition of advertising source; (d) iden-
tification of the target audience; (e) understanding of
persuasive intent; (f) understanding of persuasive tac-
tics; and (g) the advertising bias, but in variable degrees
depending on their experience as consumers and mobile
phone ownership.

Minors are aware that advertising “sells things”: “It is
something that companies use to get people’s attention
and make them buy their product or do get people to
do whatever the company aims at them doing” (111-girl,
10-to-12 years old, parental smartphone). It was inter-
esting to see that, although at first, they were asked
about the phenomenon in general, they spontaneously
associated advertising with the digital context, mobile
phones, and social networks. Other advertising media,
such as television or advertising present in their milieu,
appeared in conversations, but in a suggested way; oth-
ers such as print media or radio were not mentioned:
“Advertising is like a way of informing using images and
other means during short periods of time when you are
looking for something or they appear in all apps or net-
works” (13-boy, 13-to-14 years old, own smartphone).

Regarding the recognition of the source of advertis-
ing, a certain degree of confusion was apparent, caused
by the digital context and the normalization of social
networks. Thus, while the majority referred to compa-
nies or brands as the main sources, some of the younger
children connected the source of advertising to people:
“[Advertising is] what you get on the networks, what
people offer you through cell phones” (114-girl, 10-to-12
years old, own smartphone).

In this study, it was found that minors in general
understand that ads seek to get viewers interested in
wanting to have the products displayed, “that they want
to convince you to buy the product, to go to the place
they are promoting” (111-girl, 13-to-14 years old, own
smartphone). Children who declared having experience
as consumers and who own a mobile phone tended to be
more aware of the purpose of advertising and were able
to reason that the ads, and certain content launched by
influencers, was aimed at attracting user attention with
the goal of selling:

They convince the person, for example, that the appli-
cation is good, that this product is good, and they
include sales so that the person buys it and more peo-
ple buy it. And in the end, they get their way, because
if more people buy it, they earn more. (I116-boy,
10-to-12 years old, own smartphone)

Indeed, influencers have become recurring intermedi-
aries between brands and young consumers in the dig-
ital context. Therefore, those who identify the persua-
sive intentionality of this commercial relationship, deem
it as normal and appropriate. Moreover, they believe it
contributes to getting to know brands and products in a
“more entertaining way”:

| like that Mis Pastelitos [a YouTuber] tells me what
flour they choose to use, for example, or the fact a
pastry bag number six is needed; then you have to go
and buy a number six pastry bag and make the cup-
cake in question. Perfect. In other words, these are
things that help me resolve my questions. (113-girl,
13-14 years old, parents’ mobile)

Some minors reflect on the addressee of the ads. Minors
are aware that certain messages to which they are
exposed are not addressed to them but to a different
target audience, their parents, for instance. This is par-
ticularly true when minors access the internet using their
parents’ devices.

Spontaneously in the conversation, the children
alluded to certain tactics that are directly related to
advertising, particularly repetition, since it directly influ-
ences their attitude towards these types of messages:
“Suddenly they go a bit over the top, because they kind of
always show, show and show. For example, on YouTube
or in a video you see ten advertisements, and the same
ones” (11-girl, 10-to-12, parental smartphone).
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Moreover, some of the advertising resources
detected by children allow them to identify that they
are being exposed to advertising: “I realize that it is
advertising because they make a saying, like Soprole
[dairy brand], which is ‘Soprole,” healthy and delicious”
(112-girl, 10-to-12 years old, parental smartphone). Other
resources that they associate with the advertising mes-
sages are gifts, promotions, rewards, or eye-catching ele-
ments: “First when you download [a game] it’s free, but
then some things you have to pay for. The first day they
give you them for free and then you have to pay” (12-boy,
10-to-12 years old, parents smartphone). Unlike other
media, such as television, where they consider the dis-
play of advertisements as “orderly,” advertisements, on
mobile phones they pop up unexpectedly which is per-
ceived by minors as if advertising is continually “going
to their encounter.” However, in they didn’t relate this
situation to the personalization of digital advertising.
Interruption is another element that most of the inter-
viewees associate with mobile advertising, which they
say makes them miss out on other input that may be of
greater interest to them.

There were few minors interviewed who reflected on
the final intention of these tactics. Only two of them
(males between 13 and 14 years old with their own
mobile) spontaneously commented that advertising is
not objective, that it tends to be unrealistic and exag-
gerated: “There are some advertisements | can’t believe,
such as those that say that life can be easier by buying
some things, but later when you buy them, they are easily
wrecked” (I3-boy, 13-to-14 years old, own smartphone).

6.2. Attitudinal Advertising Literacy

To measure the attitudinal dimension of advertising liter-
acy, attention was paid to answers to the like/dislike gen-
erated by mobile advertising and the degree of skepti-
cism with which they face it. Minors do not dislike mobile
advertising as long as they have control over it, that is,
when they, as users, can decide to view the ad or not, and
when ads provide some added value, either in the form
of entertainment or a reward, especially in gaming apps,
in which they gladly invest their attention in exchange for
benefits in the game:

Suddenly advertising gives you a chance to test a
game, | do like that. Or when you can turn your phone
into a 360° phone, and by turning your phone it shows
your what is around you, that does attract attention.
(11-girl, 10-to-12 years old, parental smartphone)

For minors, mobile advertising as content is interesting
because it can provide new information, although chil-
dren are unanimously bothered by the ensuing interrup-
tion in what they were doing, in addition to the fact
advertising is repetitive and excessive. Hence their main
reaction is to omit advertising instantly: “I don’t care if
advertising appears, but | do want it to appear between

songs, not in the middle of the song” (15-girl, 13-to-14
years old, own smartphone).

When analyzing children’s responses, we identified
three arguments they used to discriminate the adver-
tisements that interest them from those that do not.
The most widely used criteria is their own taste and
appetite: A significant percentage of children identify
advertising based on whether they like it or not, which
directly depends on the degree of entertainment adver-
tising provides them. Others apply a second criteria,
that relates to their affinity with the advertised product:
“My ideal advertisement would be something like toys
or things like that, chocolates, but not cars, or wines,
or beers, or anything like that” (114-girl, 10-to-12 years
old, parental smartphone). A third, smaller percentage
of the sample demonstrated that they contrast the argu-
ments asserted by advertising with their own searches
for information:

If | am interested in buying [a cell phone], then
| would look further to see if it is really necessary, if
it is good, if it suits me or | should wait for a different
one, if the price is really high for what that cell phone
really offers, things like that. (116-boy, 10-to-12 years
old, own smartphone)

This more critical attitude is present among minors who
have their own device and who acquired previous expe-
riences as consumers:

| don’t believe advertising when it shows something
that is very spectacular because of the image, per-
haps in person, in real life, it is not like that. | don’t
know, for example, the other day | saw a tracksuit
that looked very cute, but its fabric, when | later
bought it was not like it was in the advertisement.
(I6-girl, 13-to-14 years old, own smartphone)

Credulity during the discrimination process is present,
more so among younger profiles, with a rather rela-
tive questioning of advertising bias: “I trust advertising
because, if it were bad advertising, companies would
probably not be able to air it” (117-boy, 10-to-12 years
old, parental smartphone).

On the other hand, only one minor of the 20 intervie-
wees alluded to the influence of their parents’ opinion in
their processing of the advertisements encountered.

6.3. Situational Recognition

In order to analyze the level of advertising literacy among
minors from a situational approach (Zarouali et al., 2019),
17 advertisements launched by mobile phones were dis-
played to children. These ads included displays in video
games, as well as standard formats used in Instagram,
Facebook, YouTube, SMS, and emailing formats, in com-
bination with examples of hybrid commercial content
(Feijoo et al., 2021).
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Exposure to specific cases showed that minors
tended to recognize standard format advertisements:
“When | get an ad that interrupts what I'm doing at
the most interesting point, | wait until it ends or until it
says skip the ad” (19-girl, 10-to-12 years old, own smart-
phone). The fact that children can identify commercial
messages by some type of signal enables them to be
aware of their presence, meaning that identification is
not a result of critical processing:

Every now and then an image appears [on Instagram]
if you click it, you are taken directly to the store. For
example, you can click on the Nike shirt and a tick
appears at the bottom, something resembling a bag.
At first, | didn’t know what it was, but then you click
on the photo and the price of the shirt and the store
where it sold will appear. (I1-girl, 10-to-12 years old,
parental smartphone)

Consequently, examples that did not display any kind
of warning were not singled out as advertising by
participants:

[The influencer wearing a Nike t-shirt] is not using
the method of pushing people to do something, as
he/she does not provide information on it nor tell you
to “go, go, go” It is simply a normal photo, like me
wearing clothes, for example. (111-girl, 13-to-14 years
old, own smartphone)

Indeed, the interest-mediated relationship between
brands and influencers was detected by five of the 20
interviewees, all of them minors aged 13 or 14 years old:

Influencers are paid, they must say “hey, look, we pay
you X and you have McDonald’s appear,” and the influ-
encer must say “Yeah, no problem.” That is typical
among that YouTubers who say “This video is spon-
sored by X,” and they wear X clothes to promote them.
(113-girl, 13-to-14 years old, parental smartphone)

Minors don’t question this practice, nor the fact that
YouTubers are self-promoting themselves: “It doesn’t
bother me, if they are famous, they will sell their
own things, such as clothes and all that kind of stuff”
(120-girl, 13-to-14 years old, own smartphone). It was
also revealed that minors related varying exposure to
advertising depending on the platform. For example,
minors considered that YouTube and video games were
saturated with ads, and reported less advertising pres-
sure on Instagram and TikTok.

6.4. Parents’ Position on Their Children’s Advertising
Exposure

Regarding parental opinion on the exposure to advertis-
ing their children encounter when browsing on mobile
phones, the greatest level of agreement is in the high

pressure of advertising: “There is nothing on the internet
that is not invaded by advertising” (mother, I116—boy, 10-
to-12 years old, own smartphone). However, they are not
concerned about this high presence of commercial con-
tent and consider that it does not pose a risk to their chil-
dren. There are two main reasons that parents give for
being calm. The first one is their children’s age or attitude
towards advertising, “it is rare that she sees much adver-
tising, she always chooses to avoid it. She clicks it off at
once. She doesn’t pay attention to it” (mother, 19-girl,
10-to-12 years old, own smartphone). As it could be seen,
parents’ perception favors their children’s age as one of
the most important containment barriers to being wor-
ried about the amount and the type of advertising they
consume through their mobile phones.

The second one is precisely the fact that advertis-
ing is personalized based on the content children con-
sume (games, hobbies), which, in their opinion, defines
the type of advertising they receive and limits it to these
interests: “In general, | think children don’t receive harm-
ful advertising, in general it’s merely on video games, and
we have those under control” (mother, 17-boy, 10-to-12
years old, own smartphone). Also, the fact that much of
this advertising is also shown on television validates it as
not harmful to minors.

It is hard to find more elaborate visions on the rela-
tionship between minors and advertising among parents.
Their perception of online risks lies, fundamentally, in
the consumption of certain content or in the possibil-
ity of being exposed to other dangerous situations. They
also tend to minimize their own role in this context,
something that, according to previous research (Condeza
etal., 2019; Shin, 2017) could be a lot more relevant than
the children’s age to acquire the skills necessary to ade-
quately cope with this content.

7. Discussion

This study provides additional evidence which verifies
that the conceptual knowledge of advertising is not
enough to be able to identify it in the digital environ-
ment, as advanced by Livingstone and Helsper (2006),
as well as Rozendaal et al. (2011). Minors are aware
of the presence of advertising in the digital environ-
ment and they acknowledge its excessive presence,
a notion unanimously shared by their parents. This
study provides more evidence supporting the idea that
when children encounter hybrid content, they respond
with low-effort cognitive processing (An et al., 2014;
Mallinckrodt & Mizerski, 2007; Rozendaal et al., 2011,
2013; van Reijmersdal et al., 2017; Vanwesenbeeck et al.,
2017). The role played by the presence of formal aspects
in advertisements which help children identify adver-
tisements becomes particularly relevant, as indicated
by An et al. (2014). Thus, participants in this study
tend to distinguish the advertising they see in their cell-
phones from other types of messages not by the con-
tent, but by the form it takes, which is to say that
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recognition derives from technical aspects, not critical
processing. However, when these external signals are not
present, minors do not classify the content as advertising.
Format brings along trust and thus intentionality remains
unquestioned. This would explain why the majority of
those interviewed did not question whether the recom-
mendations provided by the influencers they follow on
social networks may be promoted content.

Furthermore, there seems to be a certain transfer
of positive sentiment towards advertising when ads pop
up in an entertainment context (Mallinckrodt & Mizerski,
2007; van Reijmersdal et al., 2012). Also contributing to
this positive feeling towards advertising is the fact that
ads adjust to their tastes and preferences, as pointed
out by van Reijmersdal et al. (2017). Advertising only
becomes bothersome when children feel they cannot
control its presence, it is perceived as boring or it inter-
rupts their browsing experience.

This study also provides evidence in the direction
that mobile ownership and degree of expertise in the
digital environment are related to more critical attitudes
towards advertising. Thus, the extent to which these two
factors are related to the child’s age, the relevance of
the aforementioned factors would go in the same direc-
tion of what has been proposed by Chu et al. (2014) and
Hudders et al. (2017) regarding greater cognitive devel-
opment among older minors.

For the new generations, the mobile phone has
become the main advertising medium, ahead of other
classic media such as television. The fact that mobile
screens are mainly for personal use seems to generate
low tolerance levels towards interruption, repetition, or
content beyond their immediate interests. Minors, how-
ever, do not seem to connect this rather negative atti-
tude to advertising itself. They seem to associate nega-
tivity to how saturated of advertisement the media are
and to their lack of control (and ensuing frustration)
over unsolicited advertising. Now, if advertising provides
added value in the form of tangible compensation (pro-
motions, discounts, rewards in games) or in the form
of entertainment, the perception of minors on mobile
ads improves. Therefore, advertising forms such as con-
tent marketing and commercial content created by influ-
encers turn out to be the persuasive communication that
best captures minors attention and intention.

This presents a great dilemma because it is the audi-
ence itself that demands formats with blurred bound-
aries between advertising, entertainment, and informa-
tion on mobile phones. This fact shows the need for
those responsible for child development to reinforce
children’s advertising literacy with regard to the use of
mobiles. This reinforcement stems from critical thinking,
an ability that has been qualified as one of the key digital
skills of the 21st century (van Laar, 2019).

The challenges that these results pose for advertis-
ing literacy are clear: Minors have knowledge that allows
them to identify advertising as long as it is marked or
includes resources with which they are familiar (repeti-

tion, presence of certain icons, etc). However, the abil-
ity to identify advertising is hindered, particularly among
those with less browsing expertise or when advertising is
integrated within other content. In addition, recognition
does not imply the activation of critical thinking, given
that if advertising is perceived as an entertaining element
(something particularly demanded from mobile advertis-
ing by the youngest), acceptance sets in and limits the
cognitive resources they have to processing the message.

Parents, as a filter in their children’s advertising lit-
eracy, seem concerned about the amount of advertis-
ing to which their children are exposed in a generic way.
However, they view message advertising customization
as some type of protective effect and think that their
children’s age makes them resistant to possible commer-
cial interests for products out of other children’s age
range. According to the literature, parents consider tele-
vision to be a main source of advertising consumption
by their children’s (Oates et al., 2014) and also seem to
think that their children’s age makes them only vaguely
interested in advertising content. Thus, parents do not
seem to be aware that the acquisition of healthy adver-
tising consumption habits by minors can depend much
more on parental intervention than on their children’s
age (Condeza et al., 2019; Shin, 2017).

8. Conclusions

This study once again highlights what many researchers
have been saying for some time: the need to abandon
arguments solely based on the amount of time children
spend in front of screens, and focus the debate on qual-
itative questions, taking into account variables such as
content, context, and connections (Livingstone, 2018).
Messages to parents need to be improved, as parents try
to enforce rules based on the control of the amount of
time spent on screens, an area that is particularly diffi-
cult to restrain given the ubiquity of technology.

In a digital environment in which hybrid content
abounds, signaling of commercial content is a must but
does not suffice: More research is needed to learn how
to make everyone aware of the need to develop advertis-
ing literacy through which the use of critical thinking can
be ensured. This becomes crucial at a time in which chil-
dren are interacting with a screen that can be accessed
anywhere, anytime, and in a very personal and personal-
ized way with whatever filter they may have been able to
individually establish.
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