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Abstract

With consumers increasingly demanding that busiaess responsibly, a key source of
information in assessing an industry’s ethical erdgthls is the media. Its powerful

influence can highlight perceived ethical abused emange corporate behaviour. It has
however a responsibility itself to gives a fair dralanced view on issues (toy stories), in
not selling itself merely through scare mongerihgr(or stories), and in not exaggerating
or making false accusations (fairy stories). Trapgr examines the media’s treatment of
the British traditional toy industry and concludéat the industry may need to find other

communication vehicles to convey to consumersegponsible deeds.

Key words: Media, Corporate Responsibility, Consumers, Toys

[J Steve Hogan, BBS 1



I ntroduction

The traditional toy industry in Europe is under gaure for many reasons; downward
pricing pressures, consolidation of toy retailesgingent toy safety legislation, falling

birth rates and growing competition for childrerrepent lists such as that posed by
electronic consoles’ and games’ suppliers suchoay,Microsoft and Nintendo to name

but a few. But perhaps one of its most challengiilgmmas is how to convey to

consumers that it is a caring, responsible industity children’s well being at heart

(Hogan 2006).

The drive for the industry to become more respalitsibopen and trustworthy has come
from a number of sources; from the industry itsgtim some individual toy companies
and their visionary founders and leaders, fromslagprs under pressure to tighten policy
around marketing to children, and from a growinqidaf consumers who demand
fairness, openness, sensitivity and integrity irgeééing them and their susceptible and

vulnerable children.

An important source of influence on corporate bé&havand consumer attitudes that
appears to have been less frequently exploredeimtharketing area is that of the media.
We live not only in the ‘ethics era’ (Smith 1995)tkalso in the ‘multi-media era’ where

people turn to media (in print, visual and elecicdorm) to be informed and entertained.
In the UK alone, around 12 million national newspapare bought each day (Audit
Bureau of Circulation October, 2006), the averadevision viewing is nearly 4 hours per
day (BARB January, 2006) and, according to a 2006g& survey, the average Britain
spends around 164 minutes online every day (Thedira2006). Such weighty, regular
contact not only gives the media enormous oppdstuini sway public opinion but also

places a large onus of responsibility on them fmreaccurately and comment critically
but fairly. The media have been seen to influemaion and behaviour in many different
areas such as what political party to vote for (Beyn1992), highlighting health

awareness issues (Howe et al. 2003) and even tinggehildhood aggression (Lister

2005).

Whilst the media seems to often portray itselflas ‘€onsumers’ champion’, it has to be

careful not to overstep the mark relying on bussrtessupply many of its stories (via press
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releases) and provide much of its profit via adseng, sponsorship, advertorials and
promotional offers. However whether journalists ameldia owners are more interested in
story telling rather than truth telling when thétéa has greater entertainment value and
sales value is not clear (Kovach 1998) and it iy cgcently that the BBC for example has
launched its first corporate social responsibitigport (Living Public Value December,
2004), “...joining a small but growing number of medirganisations that have begun to
assess their influence and measure the impactineg on the social, political and cultural
life of the nation” (Armstrong 2004).

As it battles to promote its positive qualitiese ttoy industry is highly aware of the
media’s influence on consumers Ravid Lipman, the founder of JAKKS Pacific/Kidz
Biz, a leading international toy company points:ott.the public has a very bad
perception of the toy industry and this needs tange. In most instances, this bad

perception is actually driven by the media.” (Togwvié January, 2003: 55).

Such comments stem from a feeling in the industay tather than extolling the technical
wizardry of the new remote-controlled robot or tuemning ingenuity of the latest mind-
bending game, the media has a habit of focusinghock stories; the rare product with a
potentially dangerous design or manufacturing ddfaend for sale in a street market; the
trendy toy that has sold out in the shops and lgdld to thousands of disappointed
children on Christmas day; the low wages or poorkimg conditions of toy workers in
the developing world; or the ultimate horror stéoy parents, the exorbitant prices of this
year’s most popular toys and how much the averagenp is spending on each of their
children. Such stories led one toy company direicti@rviewed to comment:

“I don't really know where journalists come fromhdre are very few journalists who

write positive things about anything in truth!”

But does the media only report on the negativesdaed their coverage fairly or unfairly

influence consumers’ perceptions of the toy induatra time when the moral issues about
marketing to young children continue to be debatsedfe media skewing the argument or
is it actually improving ethical standards in tinelustry? The purpose of this paper is to

objectively consider the role of the media in magsethical issues and encouraging better
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corporate social responsibility and is based umonesrecent qualitative research carried

out with senior toy industry executives and toysuamers.

M ethodology

The idea for this topic stemmed from a wider qaéie study of how the toy industry
builds trust with parents. It became apparent whheking at secondary data and talking
with both toy industry representatives and toy comsrs just how influential the media is
in swaying opinion about types of toy, toy compdmhaviour and child vulnerability
(particularly with regard to the thorny issues @&ster power and peer pressure). The
gualitative research approach was considered nppsbpriate in view of the exploratory
nature and behavioural focus of this research, avetatively small sample and covering
potentially personal and sensitive issues suchttasagé behaviour, social responsibility
and child/parental vulnerability. The main benefitselecting this approach has been its
focus on, “naturally occurring ordinary events iatural settings” (Miles and Huberman
1994: 10) that has made it possible to gain an nstateding of the ‘real life’ context and,
by using a semi-structured question format, to rahd explore managerial behaviour
and views. This has been underpinned by the fattd&ta were collected face-to-face and

on company premises rather than through the pasgik or over the phone.

Personal interviews were held during 2003/2004 with senior toy executives from

leading toy companies in the UK (including 7 of te 10 companies by market share),
from the British Toy and Hobby Association (theustty’s representative body) and from
2 of the largest toy retailers in the country. Atter study in 2005 also gathered data from

in-depth interviews with twelve parents with chédrbetween 1-12 years of age.

A responsiblerolefor the media?

Because toys are such an important part of chilgrearly lives (Kline 1993), stories
about children’s toys and games frequently appedneé media, particularly newspapers
and magazines and their associated websites. Soctess emanate from their own
journalists and commentators, from other researechgarosations (for example,

universities, syndicated research organisatione)n fNGO’s with an interest in child,
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consumer and environmental welfare (for examplan&#o’s, Consumers Association,

Friends of the Earth) and from the toy industreglit¢through press releases).

There is a seemingly important role for the medigolay in exposing and publicising
ethically dubious practices in children’s marké&aising such issues brings concerns into
the open for debate and discussion and keeps caespan their toes. This perhaps
contributed to the numerous comments from the mensamterviewed that there is no
hiding place for toy companies who must alwaysdfee be seen to be doing the ‘right’
things.

There are a number of areas where the media migheat has raised important issues
about toys and toy company behaviour that arearmptiblic interest and that have brought
about change. The media has for example highlighted containing potentially
hazardous materials such as lead in paints or laléisain plastics, or reported on toys and
games that could cause harm (such as the dangefsildfen playing unsupervised on
garden trampolines). In 2003, it raised the init@hcerns of some parents about the Yo-
Ball, a Yo-Yo on an elastic string that potentiattyght have become wrapped around a
child’s neck. Creating awareness to the possiblegela subsequently led the British
Government to call for additional safety tests egglilted in the toy being banned, the first
such incident for over a decade (Bird 2003). Thelimemore controversially, also raise
concerns over what it deems to be unsuitable alasteful children’s products (for
example, a Barbie doll dressed in lace lingeria cange of licensed McDonald’s toys), or
over toys that might lead to aggressive boy's bmhav(toy guns) or an unhealthy
obsession with wizardry (Harry Potter merchandise).

The media has reported on irresponsible and illeggl company behaviour. Wide
coverage was given to the substantial Office of Feading fines handed down to one of
the leading toy companies Hasbro and two retakegos and Littlewoods in 2003 for
allegedly colluding over toy retail prices (Rank2@04). This has made the industry think
very carefully about its pricing policies and theed to remain within the competition

laws, whatever the motive.

The media has also exposed a number of possibleesbaf toy workers. Ethical

Consumer (2002) cites reports by the US NationabokaCommittee of worker
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exploitation in toy factories in China by some bEtleading brands including Mattel,
Disney, and Hasbro. More recently, there have lyeports of strikes and protests over
pay and conditions in China’s Guangdong provineg #tcounts for 70 per cent of global
toy production (Spencer 2004). The toy industryehemploys almost one million people
in 5000 factories, many with barred windows, whewxgkers are locked in for up to 18
hour shifts (August 2003). Other reports have lghited seven-day working weeks, 360-
day working years, and fines for non-attendancg. &so0 seems low with a minimum
wage of 450 Juan per month, around £30 (Spencet)20s perhaps such coverage that
has contributed to the British toy industry signing to the ICTI (International Congress
of Toy Industries) code in 2004, a global ethicanmfacturing initiative designed to
improve the pay and working conditions of toy wasken the developing world (BTHA
2004).

Finally, the environmental credentials of the toglustry are regularly raised. With most
toys made of plastic, concerns have been raisedtdbe disposal of discarded toys. A
2006 Local Government Association report estim#tes 8000 tons of battery-operated
toys are thrown away every year in the UK (Harg@&) and although much of this waste
can be blamed on consumers, the industry appeansave done little to date in
incorporating more biodegradable materials intar gpeduction, other than in packaging,
nor moving away from disposable batteries as thm mawer source of toys. This may
change when the new European Waste and Electraqugient Directive comes into
force in July, 2007 which will put more responsdifilfor toy recycling on manufacturers

rather than consumers (Wallop 2004).

Thetoy industry position

Most managers in the sample recognised that theantes a job to do and they were
trying to work closely with journalists through penal contact, press packs, and press
releases. As one pointed out though, you cannotralowhat the media are ultimately

going to say:

“Sometimes they might not write nice things abauirytoy but again in business those
are the risks you take. We actively talk to themualvhat we’re doing... We’ve nothing to

hide here. At the end of the day, we encourage themmite about what we are doing and
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if they don't like it, well they don't like it. Anflthey write they don't like it, that's their

prerogative...”

A few managers saw the media’s role as fair andetiomes even of benefit to the industry

and particularly to responsible toy companies:

“In principle, I think that our children do need gtecting and | believe in freedom of the
press and investigative journalism and if they odnething, they should bring it out. And
that's fine. | am all for toy companies that arefairly exploiting children being

exposed!”

Other respondents however considered the media twvérly negative, arguing that it is
headlines about the psychological and physical e@ngf products rather than their play
and educational values that tend to be the norrmeSconsidered that the industry was
sometimes picked on because of its focus on childrel the fact that toys and toy giving
are still such an important part of Christmas:

“I think it [the media coverage of toys] probablg unfair. At the end of the day, for

children to learn, they have to play. There areslot different ways children can play but

a lot of play is through toys. It's always onethbse emotive things that makes the
headlines and will continue to do so. Many peom®&ehchildren, and even those that
don’t have an opinion, so it's an easy topic togelr But the toy industry does an awful
lot of good, whether it is directly in bringing tisemple pleasure of playing with the toys
to the work with charities, on child safety andrgti@ng else.”

This latter comment reflected the views of many aggms who argued that the industry
was being responsible in many ways that rarelyvér, was reported. The enormous
investment in toy innovation, development and gafately makes the headlines, nor does
the adoption of the ICTI code, nor the charitablerkvthe industry does with
disadvantaged children through its Toy Trust (wwihabco.uk).

Another manager believed that some journalistsdated stories and referred to a claim

that had been made in one newspaper in the Unii@sSthat some of her company’s
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products contained asbestos. There was no foumdati@ll to the story and the article

created a lot of unnecessary disruption for thepaomg concerned.

Inaccurate reporting in other ways could also hsegous consequences for sales. An
example was given of a children’s ice cream matter,'McFlurry’, which was featured

on the BBC 1 consumer affairs programme ‘Watchdog2003. The presenters carried
out a live demonstration of what they alleged tahi®epoor performance of the toy. It was
claimed that the demonstration had been flawedag sngredients had been mixed in a

different order to the instructions but the coverdgvastated sales of the product.

Discussion

So should we have some sympathy for the toy ingubk@it contributes so positively to
giving our young people a happy childhood? Welthpes a little. Whilst the toy industry
continues to target young children rather thanrtparents (thereby encouraging pester
power), there will always be a sense that theybaiag irresponsible, taking advantage,
and yet there do appear to be areas where thetipdsidrying hard to address societal
concerns and to become more responsible and tritbiwdJnfortunately in competitive
markets where companies are fighting for their isatvthe few companies that are
tempted to push the boundary of what is ethicatlyeptable or legally permitted provide
the media with its future storylines and the legisis with the grounds to tighten
regulation. Even one transgression seems to tathishwvhole industry and like other
industries it suffers from many problems that afécdlt for it to control. Around one in
ten toys sold is estimated to be counterfeit; tmetailers in the UK account for over half
of all toy sales giving them enormous sway and fgiypower, and toys are losing out to
other entertainment products as children abandgs &amd games at ever-younger ages
(Key Note 2004). The toy companies also argue tthey have little influence over peer
pressures on children or what will become the playgd’s next ‘must have’ toy. As one

senior executive commented:

“I have been working in the industry for twenty geeand you still get taken by surprise.
| don’t know what winds kids up. | don’t think amfyus understands it”
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The media perform a valuable societal role in briggmportant ethical issues to the
attention of time-pressed consumers but it is é$cdown by the odd journalist who
engages in writing fairy stories. The media arérang voice with the power to influence
opinion and consumer purchase behaviour. Althotiglpears that generally it is the bad
practice that makes the headlines, there is somerage of positive aspects of the
industry, the new ‘clever’ toys, news from the oatl toy exhibition or the latest toy

awards although these tend to be found in the smadlumn inches.

Many consumers however seem to like being shockedhédia horror stories and the
media might argue that it is these headlines thatt the attention. In later interviews with
the consumer sample it became clear that they Kitdes about most toy companies,

about where toys are made or what they are maawe tife industry’s social responsibility

initiatives. They also tended to form closer reaships with the toy retailers rather than
specific manufacturer brands. The consumers rdiieavily on the media to provide

information about toys and claimed that positivenegative reporting would sway their
future purchasing decisions. The implications of thre that the industry needs to
continue in its efforts to persuade the media wpad more balanced approach in truthful
story telling and consider new ways of reachingscomers with messages both directly

and through retailers.
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