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Introduction 

I know a three year old boy. I know him pretty well, since I am his mother. For the last 

six months or so, when asked what his name is, he has consequently replied: “My name is 

Laurits Bob the Builder Johansen”. Just like that. As if it was a well-established fact, not 

up for further discussion. Connections like that, between a young child’s inner self and 

the stories and characters adapted from his favorite television show, has been one of my 

main reasons for taking a closer look at the youngest viewers and their uses of television 

narratives. 

 

In recent studies on children and electronic media, children are acknowledged as active 

users, interpreting TV-texts in various meaningful ways, according to their previously 

constructed cognitive schemata. Still, many studies apply an adult perspective to their 

analysis of children’s reception, emphasizing for instance correct (or less correct) ways of 

distinguishing between fantasy and reality (Valkenburg, 2004, Lemish, 1987). Also, there 

is a tendency that toddlers’ viewing is neglected, and seen as mere fascinations of 

patterns, bright colors and movements (Hake, 1998) without focusing on the social uses 

or uses as the above-mentioned, in which television narratives come to play an important 

part in a little boy’s experimenting with building identity and self-image. In these cases 

the earliest television experiences are regarded less sophisticated and nuanced than those 
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regarding older children and adults. I believe, though, that such internalizations of 

narratives; put into play with the young child’s identity building, are too important to 

ignore. This ignoring of toddlers as television viewers is just one of many fields in which 

children under the age of three has been seen as not important and in which their 

competencies have been under-estimated (Løkken, 2004). 

 

The subject of my Ph.D.-project is to investigate and understand the way in which 

electronic media are used and integrated into the everyday lives of a group of Danish 

toddlers. I have as a main thesis that children are constituted as television viewers during 

early childhood and that they, at this early age, develop preferences for specific genres, 

programs or concepts. Also, this age period is characterized by huge developments; 

cognitive, linguistic, bodily and socially, in which television texts plays an important role 

in providing narratives and other forms of raw-material. What I am interested in, is the 

meaning-making processes that take place when the children watch television and video, 

and the way in which they broaden the reception-situation to different arenas, for instance 

through play and different uses of merchandise connected to the television programs.  

 

My project builds - as one of its theoretical cornerstones – on recent views on infants and 

children (Stern (2003), Rochat (2003), Løkken (2004)), seeing even the youngest children 

as active participants in social and cultural processes. These basic assumptions should be 

kept in mind through the reading of this paper, since many of my interpretations and 

analysis would not be valid without it, but require a persistent will to view what might 

seem meaningless – toddlers interactions with simple narrative texts - as meaningful; at 

least for themselves. In this paper, I will present my projects theoretical framework, as 

well as the design of my empirical study. I will discuss the methodological problems and 

challenges that a study like this faces, and finally I will present some initial findings. 

 

The theoretical framework: Child, media, consumption 

Most of the shows which are broadcasted or sold to children today are in some or several 

ways connected to a whole range of merchandise: toys, picture books, CDs, video 

cassettes and DVDs, computer games, cereals, clothing etc. etc. Even the programmes 
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distributed by the traditional public service channels in both Scandinavia and for instance 

the UK (just think of the before mentioned Bob the Builder- character or Teletubbies, 

which are both originated from BBC) are loaded with merchandise, and most kids have 

one or more of these items in their bedrooms, even at very early ages.  

 

In my view, it is therefore impossible to discuss children as television viewers and users 

of television narratives without including a discussion of children as consumers. This is 

originated in two theses. One has to do with the way children actually use these 

merchandise products, and expand their reception and meaning making to different 

modalities and materializations of the specific narrative. This is documented by Günther 

Kress (1997), who shows and analyzes the way children make use of for instance paper, 

drawing, cutting, building and constructing with Lego blocks (or with ‘what is at hand’), 

‘writings’ and a lot of other stuff, which each in its own provide different possibilities for 

expression and understanding, and all have different cognitive potentials. Kress is 

concerned with children’s paths to traditional literacies (learning how to read and write) 

but the same must undoubtedly be the case in developing what might be termed media 

literacy. The concept of media literacy have been connected to many political or 

pedagogical projects aiming to teach children and adolescents how to “see through” 

media texts and understand the messages embedded in them. In my use of the notion (in 

lack of a better one) I also incorporate the more informal skills necessary for 

understanding and interpreting media texts; for instance knowledge of narrative structures 

and special dramaturgical or technical issues regarding storytelling in electronic media. 

Building on Kress’ theories I therefore suggest that understanding reception of television 

narratives must be seen in a broader frame, which also includes media-related play, and 

uses of different media products. 

 

The second thesis can be said to be a consequence of the first, since not only do children 

play and have as their disposals all these things, but this fact in itself constitute them as a 

quite considerable consumer-segment – even before they are born. This implies that 

toddlers are – from a commercial point of view – considered a lucrative audience, just as 

valid as consumers, as any other individual who is willing to pay for a given product or 
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service (Olesen, 2003). And although toddlers might rarely have disposal of their own 

money, adults (parents and other relatives) surrounding them are willing to compensate 

for that1. Therefore I find it of importance to describe and try to understand the processes 

of consumption and media-use considering this particular age-group, which is not even 

included in official statistics of television-viewing2, which is why qualitative approaches 

must be applied to get hold of the phenomenon. 

 

Without accepting this triangular relation between children, media and consumption as a 

fact, one cannot understand the media reality that children inherent nowadays. Public 

service or not; television viewing is not only related to entertainment or education, but 

also to consumption – seen from both a user and a producer perspective. In this case, I am 

not directly considering commercials, even though they represent a vast part of the 

television contents that children watch. Instead, my primary focus is on television 

narratives and traditional children’s programs. My point is, though, that even these 

programs have as one of their functions to advertise for program-related products, and 

can be said to work as a kind of exhibition for all the different kind of merchandise, 

events, other television programs and the televisions-stations themselves. Also, and this is 

a very important point, I don’t think it is possible to understand any aspect of our 

contemporary consumer-culture without trying to frame it in a larger perspective. Any 

cultural product or process nowadays are deeply related to other products and processes 

and are referring to and embedding each other in continuously ongoing processes.  

 

Reasons for the lack of studies of the field 

Having this as a starting point raises the question of why, then, studies of this particular 

audience group have only to a very limited extend been conducted in the context of 

Nordic and European empirical media studies. Up until now, almost no qualitative media-

research has been made regarding children under five years old. This means, that there is 
                                                 
1 In Denmark, a very popular gift for baby-showers or christenings have for the last decade or so been hand-
puppets of the two Denmark’s Radio-characters Kaj and Andrea – a frog and a parrot which has been on 
television for more than 30 years, and therefore of course have quite a mentionable cultural heritage 
connected to them. This is just one example of the very early introductions of media-related (be it public 
service or not) products to children. 
2 In the official measures of television-viewing, children aged three and up are included. This means that no 
statistics of this subject exist, and that qualitative approaches are needed to get hold of the phenomenon.  

 4



no science-based answers to the discussion of whether or not it is good or bad for toddlers 

to watch television, video and commercials, and therefore no solid platform, from which 

one can take a critical stand. 

From my point of view there are two possible explanations to the lack of studies. One has 

to do with what might seem infeasible methodological challenges, and one considering a 

more common sense view of toddlers as someone who should not be watching TV or 

video, not to mention making demands or having wishes, which would constitute them as 

consumers. These two questions are closely linked to each other, and are deeply funded 

in a long-term discussion of children as being competent or in-competent, active or 

passive recipients, citizens or consumers.  

The study of children, be it infants, toddlers or older children, is a relatively new 

phenomenon, in culture- as well as psychological studies (Rochat, 2003). Up until the end 

of 19th century, infants and children were seen as either small adults – and for example 

portrayed without any kind of special childish characteristics – or as directly comparable 

to the young of other species – be it monkeys or mice. But as results of both new 

Darwinistic ways of thinking and the development of psycho-analysis (primarily done by 

Freud in the beginning of the 20th century), human childhood were understood as an 

independent category in itself, worth dealing with scientifically.  

In my study I wish to take this discussion into consideration, taking my point of departure 

in what has been called ‘the new view on children’. I wish to broaden this view also to 

include the very youngest children, considering them active participants in society, but of 

course also considering the specific circumstances of life, that they live with and under, 

as well as their specific ways of dealing with this world, where bodily expressions and 

interpretations play an important role. The introductory question of this paper was why 

only so few studies have had young television viewers as their subject. As suggested, this 

might have something to do with the methodological challenges, which may seem 

unconquerable. As it should already be clear, it is my opinion, that this is not the fact, but 

that an attempt to make qualitative studies of this particular subject requires a high degree 

of sensibility towards ones data and in designing ones methodological approach. Also it 
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demands openness to research-traditions different from traditional reception-analysis. In 

this case, I have been inspired by mainly ethnographical and anthropological work 

considering children in different every-day-life settings, but also more laboratory-based 

experiments – for instance from the world of psychology – might be of relevance to my 

methodological design. 

Still, the methodological circumstances might not be the only answer to the question. The 

ideal-picture that we have of toddlers, which does not include children as consumers, 

might also have something to do with it. My point here is that children, even the youngest 

of them, are consumers, whether we like or not, and there are a lot of people ‘out there’ 

who makes a living providing them with all kinds of toys, television programs, clothes, 

merchandise, food etc. etc. To take a critical stand towards this therefore requires much 

more knowledge of what is actually happening in front of televisions in living rooms all 

over the Western World. 

The study – methodological considerations 

I should be clear, that studies of non-verbal people – children or not – or people whose 

verbalizations one don’t understand – requires specific methodological considerations 

and willingness to interpret non-verbal actions as carrying meaning. Since what I am 

interested in is meaning making and uses of different media texts by children, I must look 

for traces of such in their actions and interactions with their surroundings. Meaning 

making is, in my view, not possible to understand on its own, isolated from the social and 

cultural context in which it takes place. This is the main reason for attempting to conduct 

naturalistic observations, in the children’s everyday environments, and also to include 

interactions with people and things around the individual child. 

 

According to Gunther Kress and The Van Leeuwen any text has a semiotic potential, 

(which can be identified analytically) in it’s own, but this potential doesn’t unfold until it 

is interpreted and used by a user with specific cognitive schemata and pre-constructed 

discourses. Still, any context has to be identified and described, and one has to make 

some analytical cuts in order to define what should be of importance in any particular 

study. In this case, ‘my’ context is the part of children’s everyday-life that takes place 
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under private circumstances, physically located in living rooms or nurseries. This is 

caused by my wish to investigate media-uses in children’s leisure time. This is inspired 

by the concept invented by the Danish media researcher Birgitte Tufte, who describes 

media-originated learning as a kind of ‘parallel school’. I see no reason why this should 

not be adapted to younger children as well, since their daily life are just as 

institutionalized as that of older children – in many cases perhaps even more, which sets 

up a significant border between the structures of daycare or school on the one hand and 

the more unstructured3 and ‘free’ private sphere on the other. Different contexts, such as 

more public spheres - for instance day care institutions, toy shops etc. – could be 

meaningful as well, but are left out in this particular study. 

 

My study can be said to be placed between the two often quite separated research 

traditions; reception analysis and media ethnography. The use of ethnographic methods 

does not in itself make a study ethnographic, which requires a broader view on the 

patterns and structures surrounding individuals. In this case, the frames are the context of 

everyday family life as well as the overall view on children as consumers. Of course my 

choice of ethnographic methods are originated in the specific possibilities and conditions 

my research objects live with and under, but they are also based on an epistemological 

choice, focusing on the fact that reception, meaning making and interpreting texts are not 

processes which only take place inside the brain of individuals, but that they are put into 

perspective and develop in social relationships. So in order to follow to social semiotic 

thought, the three-layered (text – viewer – context) view on the phenomenon provides the 

most nuanced insights and understandings, and matches my overall perspectives 

regarding child, media and consumption. Also, my aim is to discover shared patterns in 

individual children’s viewing. As I will show later, the initial findings of my empirical 

study have so far supported the idea of shared behavioral patterns, for instance parallel 

responses to specific content or texts, regardless of differences in overall approaches to 

television in the individual family and children. 

                                                 
3 Whether this is actually the case and how for instance parents interfere with and sets up rules and 
regulations for children’s media uses will be subject to further analysis later on in the project. Yet, this is 
merely understood as one of more constitutional frames for my primary subject of interest, namely the 
interaction between the individual child and the specific media-text. 
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In a study taking place in private homes, in people’s leisure time and specifically pointed 

at a normally quite intimate family-situation such as television viewing, one has to 

consider ways of approaching and ways of acting during the visits. Especially when the 

aim is to look at children, and even make descriptions and evaluations of ones 

observations, a highly sensitive attitude is needed. These days, many people seem to have 

something to say about the ways children are brought up and what it requires to be a good 

parent and my subject of interest I definitely a parameter in these discussions. The 

number of books, magazines and television-shows dealing with topics like these are 

numerous, and in some way or another I have to place my self and my project in relation 

to these discourses – both theoretically but most certainly also quite concrete in my 

meeting with the families I use as informants. Therefore I have chosen a very open-

minded way of introducing and talking about my project to my informants4, in trying to 

make them understand my task, and to feel as less intimidated as possible. For instance 

have I told the parents that I was not a psychologist and that I didn’t have any intentions 

as to evaluate their children in their interaction with media-texts, but that my interest 

concerned television viewing as a cultural phenomenon. Also, it was important for me – 

in my interactions with the families – to be unprejudiced, which meant that I talked about 

the things that interested them trying to avoid any judgments, whether verbal or 

unspoken. One reason for this also is, that I have to rely on the parents in order to ‘feed 

me’ with data, and tell me about the things that I cannot see, or that happens before or in 

between my visits in the family. 

 

When it comes to the children – whom I understand as my primary informants – I also 

have to consider my role in the interactions. Corsaro (2005) discuss the possibility of 

gaining participant status as an adult amongst children, which is for instance complicated 

by the simple fact, that adults (researchers) are usually physically larger than children. 

Also, adults are usually seen as having power over children’s activities. Therefore, full 

participation will always just be approximated. One of the ways Corsaro has tried to 

                                                 
4 …or more precisely, the parents of my informants, who were the ones who give me access to their 
children. 
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overcome this fact, has been through what he calls a reactive approach in entering 

children’s worlds and spaces. He simply sat down, and waited for the children to come to 

him, and for instance start to ask him questions. This, I think, is a very suitable way to 

gain access to children’s places, in the gentlest way. 

Intervening in children’s places requires a high degree of sensibility towards the roles one 

take on as an observer. I believe that it is necessary to take on different roles according to 

the specific circumstances, but always with the purpose to see the world from a child’s 

point of view – to the widest possible extend. The Danish anthropologist Eva Gulløv 

(1999), have described this as participation, but slightly different from the children’s way 

of participating. Being and acting like an adult in ones approach to children, also enables 

a trustful relationship between the child and the adult, whereas an attempt to act like a 

child might blur this, and give the child doubts about ones intentions and motives. 

Since what I am interested in is interactions on different levels – between child and text, 

child and toy, child and adult – my own involvement in the processes taking place during 

my visits, are also treated as such. This means, that I don’t consider my own influence as 

source of error, but merely as one of more interactions taking place. At this point I am 

inspired by people like Pertti Alasuutari (1995) and the Swedish film-researcher 

Margareta Rönnberg (1996), whom both take their point of departure in the field of 

symbolic interactionism. Rönnberg describes it as both a way of analyzing the processes 

taking place between a text and its viewer, but also as a way of grasping the relationship 

between the researcher and the informant, in the actual research-process. Basing my 

analysis on this provides me with tools to describe and understand the way data are 

created in the interaction-processes, in which I myself take part, instead of treating the 

phenomenon as something isolated. 

I have conducted interviews with the parents of each child. This has two purposes. First, 

making an interview is a good and quite concrete action on my first visit in the family. It 

gives me, as well as the parents an opportunity to sit down and get acquainted, just as 

well as the child can see who I am and consider me less of a stranger on my next visit. 

Also, the interview has a more specific purpose, since it should provide me with a more 
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overall knowledge of each of the children, their television habits and preferences. This 

knowledge works as the basis of the observations, and as a mirror on which I reflect my 

findings. Deciding on interviewing parents also means deciding what role the data gained 

through them should play. How can they be described and understood as informants, if I 

keep insisting to emphasize a children’s perspective? First of all, it is clear, that parents 

are an important source to understanding and interpreting children’s life since they have a 

first view on matters regarding their own children. Also, I am convinced that it is possible 

to make parents apply a child-perspective, and in this particular case, make them 

understand my task – seeing things from the child’s point of view.  

On the other hand, parents might have various normative and preconceived attitudes 

towards children’s television viewing, which does not necessarily correspond with the 

children’s actual experiences. Therefore, their statements will always be treated as 

supplementary, compared to my observations and interactions with the children 

themselves. Treating parents’ opinions and statements as supplements – or more 

precisely: as frames influencing children’s viewing and consumption - also reflects an 

epistemological choice of the study, since my main interest is how the individual child 

makes sense of media-texts by activating and developing cognitive schemata and how 

these processes evolves over time. 

Designing the study 

I have recruited my informants through different channels, which have turned out to be 

differently successful. I started out by contacting two nurseries, one that I knew myself, 

since my own son had attended it; and one that a family member of mine had access to. 

Both turned out futile, which I believe can be partly explained by my own lack of 

persistence. Most likely I didn’t manage to “keep the line warm”, call my contacts back 

and push for replies. This must relate to my lack of experience with these processes. Yet, 

through the one contact I was guided on to the head of the local health visitor5; and this 

contact turned out more fruitful. Another path was through diverse internet debate-

forums, where I posted an ad, describing my project and requested for potential 

                                                 
5 In Danish: lederen af den kommunale sundhedspleje. 
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attendants to contact me. One (so far) informant was recruited this way. The final path 

was through friends and other acquaintances, who themselves had children at the relevant 

age, and therefore knew other families with children at the same age via ‘mother-

networks’6 etc. So far this has not been a success either. 

It is always difficult to describe and even understand the mechanisms involved in this 

kind of recruiting for qualitative studies. What might seem a great way; recruiting via 

people who already knew me and the main characteristics of my project; in this case 

turned out to be a blind road. The primary reason for my difficulties with recruiting 

participants must be related to the design of the study and what it actually requires of the 

informants to participate. As previously mentioned, it is a sensitive and quite difficult 

situation, when a researcher enters somebody’s private spheres, not to mention over an 

extended period of time – in this case every data-collection has a duration of 

approximately a week, and will be repeated a year and a half from now – at times of the 

day when the members of the family often are tired and in need of privacy and relaxation. 

Seen in this light, I actually think that the informants I have recruited and visited so far 

have showed a high degree of tolerance and accommodating attitude towards me and my 

research-project. 

My study primarily takes form as a participant observation study, and I am using 

different methods and approaches in my data-collection. Doing this, I hope to reveal as 

many nuances as possible from the objects, I’m studying. My primary method is 

unstructured observations, either supported be video-recordings or not. The observations 

have been supported by lists of parameters to look for, such as attention (and duration of 

attention), tempo, rhythm, interactions, verbal and facial expressions etc. These 

categories originate from my previous study and the things I found to be important in this 

more explorative approach. Of course I have also been much aware of keeping an open 

mind, being ready for surprises and unexpected incidents and patterns. I have made notes 

and descriptions both during my visits and immediately after, sitting in my car before 

driving home, which I believe can be of great importance, being noted at a time of both 

freshness in perception and analytical distance. I find video-supported observations to be 
                                                 
6 In Danish: mødregrupper 
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essential in order to catch facial expressions; for accuracy in relation to the children’s 

reactions to specific program-segments (since the camera does not only catch the image 

of the child, but also the sounds from the TV) and indeed in the data-analysis process, 

where the possibility to see things over and over again is of significant value.  

In the observations I have made so far, this way of intervening has been a good one. All 

the children I have visited have been very trustful, and I am certain that they in no way 

have felt intimidated by my presence. One of them even tried to make me take him home 

with me, when my visit finished – not many researchers, I am sure, experience something 

like that. Having toddlers as informants gives you immediate responses – if they don’t 

want to talk to you, sit near you or show you their toys, they won’t do it, and the 

researcher has to find out different ways of achieving information and attempting the 

field. As previously mentioned, I have not treated my own influences in the processes 

taking place in the field as sources of error. This means, that I have been able to interact 

with the children, in ways similar to what any other adult would have done. In the 

concrete viewing situation, I would for instance attract the child’s attention to the screen, 

saying something like “look, what is that” or “look, there is the Teletubbies” etc. This 

game of ‘look-and-see’, related to the game of ‘peek-a-boo’, is a common way of 

interacting with children this age – and it is what anybody would do, consciously or not 

(Hallgaard Christensen, et.al (1997), Rochat (2003), Stern (2003)). 

So far, I have visited four children, in three different families. The children (amongst 

them a pair of twins) are 17 to 20 months of age, and live in different socio-demographic 

environments and in different family-constellations. In the fall of 2005 I am going to visit 

another four children, so that my sample consists of eight children all in all. I have visited 

each family three times, in evenings, afternoons, and weekend-mornings, at the times 

where the children are usually watching TV or are potentially exposed to TV. I have 

worked hard to make my visits look like ‘normal’ viewing situations, and in most cases I 

believe this has been successful. This, though, to a wide extend is only an assumption, 

since it is not possible for me to tell, if for instance the parents are present at a ‘normal’ 

level, or if they would have left the room more often if I was not there.  
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In designing the study I had given a lot of thought to whether or not to make screenings 

of specific programs for the children. I decided not to, and actually it turned out, that 

there were quite some similarities between the programs the four children watched 

(Which will be described in the next chapter). The reason not to make specific screenings 

was based on the previously mentioned intention to make the viewing-situation as natural 

as possible, and to emphasize that this was a leisure-time situation. In the initial telephone 

conversations with the parents, I had asked them to briefly sum up what programs their 

children usually watched, and therefore I knew – on an overall level – what to expect, and 

were able to make overviews of the content of the specific texts. In that respect I had an 

analytical ground, on which I understood and analyzed the programs the children were 

watching.  

 

Initial findings 

In all three families, there was more DVD-viewing than actual TV-viewing, and some of 

the DVD’s were the same in more than one family. At least there were examples of 

different episodes of the same show, or shows belonging to similar genres, such as Bob 

the builder, Postman Pat and Little Red Tractor, which are – on a narrative and aesthetic 

level - quite comparable. Furthermore, the children watched (or were exposed to) 

children’s programmes on the two Danish public service channels DR and TV27.  

These very young children might not have systematic viewing patterns, and in some cases 

one cannot say that they are actually ‘watching TV’, since the time-periods in which they 

pay attention to TV might be both very short and irregular. But since it is my purpose to 

describe the first meetings with visual narratives, this is not considered an obstacle. The 

four children included in my study all have different levels of relating to television. Some 

of them are actively becoming regular viewers, and sit still and watch for extended 

periods of time. Others only pay attention sporadically. In the following I will make an 

outline of what at this point seems significant as themes regarding the children’s 

television viewing.  

                                                 
7 Only one of the children occasionally watched commercial channels (Cartoon Network), but this was 
mainly because of her six year old sister. 
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• As a common pattern, the narrative, visual or auditive elements on which they 

focus, are to a wide extend the same. Shifting scenes, jingles, music, particular 

noises (for instance a car driving or beeping or children’s voices), characters 

entering or leaving the ‘stage’, and animals of different kinds – live, dolls or 

animated, are all elements to which all four children pay attention.  

• Their attention is attracted by short narratives, either inside particular programs 

(such as sequences of Teletubbies) or around programs, such as trailers before or 

after films or programs. These short narratives or advertisements (which I believe 

can be said to consist of narrative elements) in some way or another fits the 

cognitive schemata of toddlers, and they seem able to comprehend and make 

some kind of meaning of them.  

• Also, the short trailers or program-presentations often present either figures or 

characteristics of particular genres, which are known to the children and 

which they enjoy to recognize. This shows, that not only specific programs are 

important, but that the media-flow as such carries meaning, and that the 

recognition of characters and characteristics of genre travels through different 

modalities. Furthermore I believe, that the very short sequences are easier for a 

small child to comprehend than longer ones, and that this is one reason why their 

attention is drawn to these texts.  

The narrative and structural organization of a show like Teletubbies could be seen as 

supportive of viewing patterns like that, working with both very short narrative sequences 

as well as repetition as recurring elements, which leads to the assumption that the 

producers – since they claim to base the program concept on knowledge of toddlers’s 

cognitive abilities – has this as one of their premises. That it works is beyond doubt. All 

the children in my study love or used to love the Teletubbies. There is reason to believe 

that this particular show for many – Danish as well as European – children represents the 

earliest experiences with television narratives. At least for the three boys in my study, 

Teletubbies was an absolute favorite, and for the twins (who were the least experiences 

viewers of the four) the show was the only thing that could really attract their attention, 
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even though they were exposed to quite some toddler-TV (watched by their three year old 

brother) such as Bob the Builder, Little Red Tractor etc.  

• At this point, my focus on children’s culture as consumer culture has proven to 

be reasonable. Just as everybody else in this country, at times of economic growth 

and affluence, children take part in the much debated ‘consumption party’. Many 

nurseries and living rooms are packed with all kinds of electronic equipment, 

hardware as well as software, toys, books, magazines and huge amounts of 

merchandise of all kinds. All these products are part of toddlers’ everyday lives, 

and they use them for a number of different purposes and make emotional 

connections with them at various degrees. Some of the children have toys and 

other kinds of merchandise related to television programs they have not seen yet. 

Others don’t, since their parents don’t want them to have it until they ask for it 

themselves.  

• There seems to be a tendency, though, that the children must be quite 

experienced and advanced viewers, with severe knowledge of the characteristics 

of the different narratives and the figures related to them – how they sound, how 

they move  and what role they play in the narrative - before they make any 

visible connections between the television-text and the physical item. Still, in 

the data I have collected so far, there are examples of emotional involvement and 

play including for example bed-sheets with the Teletubbies and a Winnie the 

Pooh-train, driving around in the living room.  

• Finally, I have noticed bodily involvement, where for instance a child looked for 

his own belly, when the Teletubbies showed theirs – apparently to see if there was 

a screen there, too.  

When I visit the children again – when they are about three years old – this will be 

subject of further investigations, since I would like to find out how these different 

modalities (the text, the thing, the body and the environment in its broadest sense) 

supplement each other, and if it is in any way important, whether ‘the thing’ was 

presented to the child before ‘the text’ or vice versa. In the case of older brothers and 

sisters the children are exposed to a larger amount of merchandise than what are their 
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personal belongings. This is the case in families with a lot as well as families with less 

merchandise.   

• It believe that it is possible to say that toddlers involve themselves in 

contemporary media culture, and that they a very early age are aware of many 

stylistic and narrative features of both programmes and commercials, including 

different kind of trailers and internal advertising. A 20 months old girl I visited 

raised her hands and waved her body back and forth every time she saw just the 

slightest glimpse of DR’s trailers for the upcoming Junior Song Contest8. She 

clearly recognized the format, and connected it to her knowledge of the particular 

genre, and her knowledge of her older sisters singing and dancing performances 

in the living room, supported by either recorded music on CD’s or a play station 

game, where the player takes active part in performing in a music video. A boy 

aged 18 months did the same when he watched an advertisement for an upcoming 

concert-tour9, smiled and rocked his body to the music. He might not know why, 

but the music was clearly appealing to him. 

I believe that it is meaningful to say, that television – not least aimed at the youngest 

viewers – works as a window for exhibition of a wide range of products related to the 

programs and for building the before-mentioned brand-loyalty towards programs and 

channels. There is a relative homogeneity in the offering of television programs, which 

only strengthens this tendency. 

 

Coherence between theory and methods 

So far, there has been a nice correspondence between the theoretical basis of the project 

and the findings I have seen in the field. It is reasonable to discuss toddlers’ media-uses 

in the perspective of both consumer- and contemporary culture. Children – of different 

ages – might be different from adults in many respects, but they are nevertheless 
                                                 
8 in Danish: Junior MGP 
9 in Danish: Åh Abe koncerter, referring to a series of CD’s with new recordings by a range of artists of 
traditional Danish children’s songs, published by DR. The CD’s are supplemented by song-books and 
VHS/DVD’s with music videos. This concert-tour, presenting the winners from last years Junior Song 
Contest along with beloved characters from children’s television, is another example of the way even a 
public service channel like DR are working consciously with brand-building, targeted at the youngest. 
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members of the same social and cultural arenas. Therefore, the broad perspective that I 

have applied makes good sense in describing the field. To support this perspective I will 

further develop the theoretical framework regarding processes of socialization and 

enculturation, which is for instance recently dealt with in a Ph.D.-thesis by Charlotte 

Palludan (2005), discussing these processes in the organizational systems provided by 

kindergartens.  

 

Whether my methodological approach supports my thesis’ and theories is, I believe, at 

this point not absolutely clear. I have not yet had much time to examine and analyze my 

data, and given their specific character, it is not possible yet to evidently evaluate their 

quality. This has something to do with being originated in everyday life – in settings 

which might sometimes seem common sense and easily recognizable. The challenge – as 

in all ethnographies – is to make the familiar seem unfamiliar, and this process is not 

completed at this point in time. Yet, the everyday life character of my data does also in 

itself provide insights, since it shows that the phenomenon is adapted in the families as 

something quite natural. Also it shows, that my intentions of approaching the field as 

little intimidating and intrusive in these processes as possible has been successful.  
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