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Abstract 

GUIDING CHILDREN’S CONSUMERISM, 1945-2000: EXPANDING PARENTAL 
RESPONSIBILITY 
 
Holly Moir, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2017 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Peter Stearns 

 

The expansion in children’s consumerism in the U.S. across 1945-2000 presented 

a significant new set of challenges for middle-class parents, including the necessity to 

regulate, limit, and guide children’s consumerism.  This new factor became integral to 

parenting by 2000 in a way which was not foreseen in 1945.  Exploring the ways parents 

assimilated or rejected expert advice about children’s consumerism and interacted with 

children’s own demands forms a major facet of contemporary family history.   

     A number of elements contributed to parental behaviors toward consumerism: the 

increase in the scope and scale of available consumer goods, the rise in pressures from 

peers, the ways in which the advertising and marketing industry expanded and became 

more aggressive at targeting the youth market, and the trend in which money spent by or 

on children soared as 1945-1990 unfolded.  By the 1990s, however, parental perceptions 

shifted in several areas, reflecting growing disillusionment with seemingly unbridled 
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consumerism.  New interactions with expert advice played a role in shaping behaviors as 

well. 

There were progressive changes to TV content over the years, which directly 

affected parental views, including the proliferation of the number of programs, ads, and 

channels, plus key shifts in FCC regulations.  Most parents were relatively laissez-faire in 

their reactions to TV for several decades, yet by the 1980s-1990s, it was clear that 

mainstream parents had become alarmed about their children’s TV watching, and many 

became more interventionist in their approach. 

Allowances were not adopted as a regular phenomenon for the vast majority of 

middle-class households nationwide until the U.S. economy boomed after 1945.  Once 

regularized, they also began to expand, in some cases even faster than family incomes--

especially in the early 1970s and early 1990s, when many families continued to increase 

allowance amounts despite stagnating family incomes.  Across 1945-2000, most parents 

began to re-think the purpose of the allowance, as it shifted from payment for chores to 

providing a chance for children to engage with consumerism and the consumer 

culture.  These changing patterns in allowances became crucial to parental enablement of 

children’s consumerism. 

Parents increasingly relied upon gifts to attempt to assuage the guilt they felt, 

which increased over the years as parents spent more hours at work and 

commuting.  Parents spent much of 1945-1990 ignoring or rejecting expert advice not to 

feel guilty and not to tie gifts to guilt.  However, beginning about 1990, many parents 
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began to modify this approach, because they felt the “pocketbook pinch” and because of 

growing concerns that their children seemed “spoiled.”  
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Introduction 

 
Overview 

This dissertation concerns the expansion in children’s consumerism in the U.S., 

1945-2000, and the way in which the project of parenting was fundamentally transformed 

by this expansion, in that directing and advising children on responses to consumerism 

became an integral part of parenting by 2000 in a way which had not been foreseen in 

1945. 

The primary focus of the dissertation concentrates on the increased parental role 

in the U.S. in a consumer age to guide, facilitate, and regulate children’s consumerism, 

and to react to children’s consumerism and its greater scope and scale, as 1945-2000 

progressed.  The primary actors in this dissertation are the parents, although children and 

childrearing experts factor in greatly, as well.  Throughout the dissertation I refer to the 

“experts” in a manner which may imply that they present a unified approach to parenting, 

which they do not--in fact, I use the term simply to refer to individuals who devoted their 

careers mainly to providing childrearing advice.  It is important to note that experts were 

significant and relevant even if parents largely ignored their advice, or were unsuccessful 

in putting it consistently into effect--in which case the expert role still had measurable 

impact. 
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Regarding an overview of the phenomena of change most in evidence in this 

dissertation: significant, meaningful, and lasting changes in the expert-parent relationship 

began to develop in the 1970s and were obvious by the 1980s in most realms under 

consideration, including: developments in teaching children about wise buying decisions, 

the impact of television on parenting in a consumer age, the history of chores and 

allowances as they related to children’s consumerism, and the relationships between gifts 

for children and parental guilt. 

The expansion in children’s consumerism has, of course, already been noted by 

other historians, but the ways in which parents reacted to accelerating children’s 

consumerism, to expert advice, and to their children’s emotions and behaviors with 

regard to consumerism have not been substantially addressed by other 

historians.1  Between 1945 and the mid- to late-1970s, there was substantial continuity in 

the historical record, as parents and children alike struggled to come to terms with the 

ever-greater breadth and depth of the consumer society; as parents contended with 

discovering and acting upon their new roles and responsibilities as they related to the 

expansion of children’s consumerism, and the significance of new developments such as 

television; and as parents grappled for their best responses in their interactions with 

parenting experts, commentators, and popularizers. 

In examining this augmented parental role, the dissertation argues for a turning 

point in approaches to buying decisions from experts (what experts recommended in 

                                                 
1 Historian Dr. Gary Cross of Pennsylvania State University is also quite sure this is the 
case, at least in terms of studies that include a great deal of detail on the 1980s and 1990s 
in their purview, as well as covering previous decades, all in the same study.  Telephone 
Conversation with Dr. Gary Cross.  Spring 2017. 
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terms of parents teaching their children how to make wise buying decisions) in the 

sluggish economy of the mid to late-1970s, and for parents, a delayed reaction occurring 

by 1990; a turning point concerning television in the 1980s, when mainstream middle-

class parents first became alarmed in large numbers as to the content of children’s 

programming and advertisements aimed at children, and became interventionist in their 

parenting approaches to TV; a turning point in gift-giving at 1990, at which time middle-

class parents attempted to distance themselves from some of their parental guilt and rein 

in the idea of guilt gifts; and for issues of chores and allowances, an historical trajectory 

of fewer chores and greater allowance amounts, as the period progressed, as well as the 

awareness that in the early-1970s and early-1990s, allowance amounts increased despite 

the fact that for many households, there had been a stagnation in family income since 

about 1973.  Changing patterns in allowances became crucial elements in the parental 

enablement of children’s consumerism. 

 As the dissertation reveals, 1945-2000 witnessed a major elaboration of the 

parental role in guiding and facilitating children's consumerism, well beyond the levels of 

parental involvement previously seen as necessary or beneficial by the middle class, prior 

to 1945.  The rather bumpy process had somewhat uneven results, and saw parents trying 

to hold on to some older values, as in using chores to teach about work ethic, and 

allowances to teach about wise spending.  Yet as the time period unfolded, most parents 

increasingly yielded to what they felt were new practical, social, and emotional pressures 

on the parent-child relationship which arose directly from the expansion in children’s 

consumerism.  In addition to analyzing parental opinions and behaviors, the dissertation 
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will also address important relationships between: parental outlook and expert opinions, 

the role of emotions in parental and children’s decision-making, and the patterns of 

children’s own consumerism.   

Experts 

The project of parenting in America from 1945-2000 saw a complex set of 

reactions on the part of parents to expert advice.  Expert advice could be important and 

influential despite its rather unchanging nature in some areas.  Expert advice represented 

the informed opinion of specialists within their respective fields--such as child 

psychology, psychiatry, and pediatrics; family counselling; childhood education; media 

specialists; and even those within the ministry.  Expert opinions, even when dismissed by 

parents, revealed much about the history of parenting, and were the standard against 

which parents knowingly and subconsciously operated.  Expert recommendations were 

both noteworthy and salient across 1945-2000, even in the instances in which parents 

ignored experts, or in which parents valued expert advice but were not successful in 

consistently implementing it, largely because expert concerns were indicative of major 

historical concerns around children and around the development of a consumer society--a 

microcosm of greater bodies of belief and shifts in thinking.  

Across the fifty-five year period, parents continued to consume expert advice, yet 

increasingly disregarded it in some realms and questioned its role in defining their 

parental duty in others.  Specifically, we will see in the Buying Decisions chapter that 

parents and experts were generally aligned on the rules of the game, except for issues 

such as stricter parental limits on children’s spending, which experts championed as early 
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as the 1970s but parents did not fully embrace until the 1990s.  We will see in the 

Television chapter that most parents did not agree with expert recommendations to watch 

television with children, and failed to enact the expert advice to limit television time or 

censure television choices, at least until the 1980s.  We will read in the Gifts and Guilt 

chapter that parents ignored expert prohibitions of guilt gifts until many middle-class 

parents came to feel completely overwhelmed by children’s consumerism in about 

1990.  We will discover in the Allowances chapter that most parents stated that they 

valued expert advice with regard to chores and allowances, in theory, yet were not 

successful in consistently putting these ideas to work in their own families, in practice. 

The relationship between expert advice and parental behaviors was complex and 

changed across 1945-2000, yet certain patterns emerged.  Namely, the most common 

reactions of parents to expert advice were: parents who stated that they respected the 

advice, and who followed it in their families; parents who claimed that they agreed with 

the advice, yet were ultimately unsuccessful in implementing it consistently in their 

families; and parents who rejected expert advice completely--for example, this occurred 

when experts instructed a parent who had lost his or her job to immediately tell children 

the news, and the overwhelming majority of parents from the era studied refused to do 

so.   

Emotions 

Not surprisingly, emotions were powerfully involved in the whole endeavor of 

contributing to raising children, undertaken by parents and by experts.  Emotions came to 

the fore in instances such as parental disputes with experts, and parents trying to 
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implement expert advice in their family, yet failing to produce the desired results with 

their own children.  Parents’ own emotions in 1945-2000--including guilt--played a huge 

role in determining their actual behaviors, but so did children’s emotional responses to 

parenting and to the consumer society, and parents’ personal beliefs--regardless of expert 

orthodoxy--about what the children’s responses should ideally be, and what the parents’ 

responses should ideally be, as well.  We will see by the end of the dissertation, that as 

the period progressed, parents’ reactions and hoped-for reactions in their children were 

conditioned by increasingly demanding expectations over time associated with their 

children’s perceived happiness--a concept which I refer to as the “happiness imperative,” 

in light of Peter Stearns’ conception of “happiness obligations.”  While parents shared in 

happiness expectations, emotional tensions also emerged as children themselves became 

more demanding of consumer treats. 

Children’s Consumerism 

Regarding why children's consumerism increased in the period 1945-2000, there 

are certain major points which are most pertinent to my dissertation and the arguments 

that it makes.  They will be enumerated here.  As there were reductions in the birth rate 

among the white middle-class demographic which I study, there was in general more 

attention paid to the individual child: physically, emotionally, financially, and 

psychologically.  Parents and kids both had more time and more money during the initial 

decades of our period, including more disposable income.  What it took to be considered 

“middle class” escalated as 1945-2000 unfolded, not just with large purchases like cars 

and televisions, as well as larger houses, but also with clothing, shoes, toys, and other 



7 
 

consumer goods.  Kids were more able (due to the appearance of more and cheaper goods 

often with more planned obsolescence than the previous generation of goods) to express 

their acquisitive desires.  Children’s consumerism was used to create and promote a sense 

of identity and belonging, both for the individual and to a peer cohort. 

Children’s consumerism was also increasingly employed as a palliative for 

modernity and as compensation for more years of formal schooling, more hours in 

school, more homework, more regimented leisure time which was more likely to be 

planned and/or supervised by adults, and as 1945-2000 progressed, a much more 

controlled atmosphere overall.  Parents were aware they were increasingly preparing their 

children for a world whose shape the parents knew not, and which seemed more 

unknowable than the future for which they were prepared when they were children. 

Lastly, the overall U.S. commitment to happiness or appearing outwardly cheerful 

or happy, which intensified over the years from 1945-2000, contributed directly to 

growth in children’s consumerism in this era because consumerism was seen as an 

effective, often quite fast, often fun and relatively cheap way to deal with these 

increasingly vigorous demands.  Both the happiness imperative and its flip side (the idea 

that boredom or claims of loneliness should not be tolerated) contributed to increases in 

levels of children’s consumerism which as the era progressed became, as did 

consumerism generally, a self-reinforcing mechanism.  Consumerism was both reflective 

and constitutive of the imperative to be or seem constantly happy. 
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Chronology and Periodization 

 The chronology of the dissertation covers 1945-2000, as when I began the project 

I wished to add a new dimension to existing studies of the expansion in children’s 

consumerism--which have made it clear that the expansion really accelerated beginning 

in 1945 when the economy surged as the U.S. emerged from the Second World War.  I 

end my study in 2000, as I was concerned that I would not be able to achieve a sense of 

perspective and objectivity on more recent years, if I had covered 2000-2016, as 

well.  There is an intriguing tension that emerges in the chapters of the dissertation, 

between considerable continuity yet some interesting forces of change.   

 The turning points in Gifts and Guilt and Television--and possibly in Buying 

Decisions--coincide with the rise of elements of a new parenting style among the middle-

class about 1990.  This style was marked by a tendency toward intensive parenting, as 

well as an emphasis on trying to teach more personal responsibility and greater levels of 

independence.  The issues of independence are addressed particularly in the Allowances 

chapter, in which we will see that as parents reduced the number of gifts they gave their 

children in the 1990s, they increased their allowances, in large part because parents had 

shifted many of the buying decisions onto children, and given them greater independence 

in spending, and in being home alone, after they had reached a suitable age.  This 

parenting was also illustrated by parents spending more documented “quality” time spent 

with kids, which went up in the 1990s, compared to the previous three decades, according 
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to sources such as a Washington Post study published in 2007, analyzing parenting trends 

across 1965-2000.2   

Subject Matter and Primary Sources 

This study takes as its subject matter the American middle-class, primarily as self-

defined and peer-defined.  This study takes as its primary source base historical 

newspapers such as the New York Times; historical periodicals such as Parents magazine; 

interviews with and reminiscences of children, experts, and parents in the above, and in 

journals, diaries, memoirs, biographies, and autobiographies; time-use studies such as the 

American Historical Time Use Survey maintained by the Department of Sociology at the 

University of Oxford, England; data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Bureau of 

the Census within the Department of Commerce, and the Bureau of Economic Analysis; 

and data on spending on children drawn from children’s goods manufacturers (including 

toy merchants such as Mattel and Hasbro), trade associations, retailers, economic 

indicators, and surveys such as the Gallup poll.  Sources like Parents magazine offered 

data both on expert opinion and on parental views expressed in feedback such as letters to 

the editor, as well as in polls.  

Historiography 

Historians and other scholars have analyzed consumerism for many years.  Lisa 

Jacobson described children’s consumerism mostly for the early part of the twentieth 

century (ca. 1890-1940), concentrating on the growth and expanding impact of the 

                                                 
2 Donna St. George, “Despite ‘Mommy Guilt,’ Time with Kids Increasing,” Washington 
Post (20 March 2007), 1.  Accessed via <http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2007/03/19/AR2007031901972_3.html> On 10 January 2016. 
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advertising and marketing industry.3  Gary Cross also investigated children’s 

consumerism, but focused on the history of children and of toys.4  Juliet Schor has ably 

addressed expansions in children’s consumerism from a sociology perspective,5 as have 

Alison Pugh6 and David Buckingham.7  No historian of whom I am aware has examined 

1945-2000 in the U.S. with an eye to the ways in which the escalation of children’s 

consumerism directly affected the history of the evolution of the parent’s role, and 

particularly with a focus on the prescriptive literature and descriptive data of the 1980s 

and 1990s. 

In books such as Kids’ Stuff and The Cute and The Cool, Gary Cross covered the 

history of the toy industry.  Cross wrote a perceptive article on the globalization of 

children’s consumer culture, focusing especially on the interplay between the toy industry 

in Japan and in the U.S.,8 but I wanted my research to focus on the U.S.  Lisa Jacobson 

conducted exhaustive research with her work on children’s consumerism, yet she 

concluded her study in about the year 1940, thus my research was needed to address 

1945-2000.  Juliet Schor also did a stellar job in her work on the history of children and 

                                                 
3 Lisa Jacobson, Raising Consumers: Children and the American Mass Market in the 
Early Twentieth Century (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2004). 
4 Gary Cross, Kids’ Stuff: Toys and The Changing World of American Childhood 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997).  Gary Cross, The Cute and The 
Cool: Wondrous Innocence and Modern American Children’s Culture (Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2004). 
5 Juliet Schor, Born to Buy: The Commercialized Child and the New Consumer Culture 
(New York, NY: Scribner, 2004). 
6 Alison Pugh, Longing and Belonging: Parents, Children, and Consumer Culture 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2009). 
7 David Buckingham, The Material Child: Growing Up in Consumer Culture 
(Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2011). 
8 Gary Cross, “Japan, The U.S., and The Globalization of Children’s Consumer Culture,” 
Journal of Social History; Summer 2005 (38, 4): 873-890. 
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of consumerism, including in her seminal book Born to Buy, in which she analyzed the 

forces at work behind the expansion of the advertising and marketing industry in the U.S. 

and the ways in which the industry became increasingly aggressive and effective at 

targeting the child consumer and delivering sales. 

Juliet Schor focused on the 1980s and 1990s, so I felt there was room for me to 

cover 1945-2000 in order to trace changes in behaviors and emotions, as behaviors and 

emotions take so long to change.  Trained as an economist, Schor’s book is marked on 

bookshelves as Economics or Sociology, so I felt there was space in the dialogue for me 

to insert my views and my findings profitably, without being redundant.  Alison Pugh had 

done excellent work on why exactly children gravitate toward consumer culture, and she 

has conceptualized their attachment to consumer culture as mainly a need to feel they 

belong within a peer cohort.  Her book Longing and Belonging was considered 

Sociology, and covered the 1990s-2009, so I felt that the field would also benefit from 

the more historical approach that I could offer.  Additionally, David Buckingham has 

ably addressed expansions in children’s consumerism from a sociology perspective.   

Major Reasons for the Expansion in Children’s Consumerism 

Why do kids always want more “stuff?”  It is important not to take for granted 

that kids were or seemed to be naturally acquisitive.  In attempting an answer, I would 

begin with what follows.  Major reasons for the escalation in children’s consumerism 

other than the expanding scope and scale of products, greater affordability, and 

increasingly aggressive marketing and advertising, included the apparent acquisitiveness 

of children, which escalated over 1945-2000--or rather, over time, children felt freer to 
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openly express this acquisitiveness in a way which they had not in the past.  Parents were 

much to blame, of course, for their own reactions to children’s consumerism, and there 

were many developments which were linked to the happiness imperative, as well.  Peer 

pressure played a key role not only for children but also in the responses of parents, and 

of experts, who acknowledged its weighty importance in kids’ lives. 

While the dissertation is not focused primarily on the children themselves, but 

rather on parents and money, it is interesting and instructive to think about some of the 

reasons for children’s apparent acquisitiveness.  Factors involved included: parental 

encouragement; some inherent inquisitiveness, curiosity, and desire for novelty and fun; 

and the influence of peer culture and the desire to create and convey a specific identity, or 

craft a certain mode of self-presentation. 

Historically speaking, adults in the U.S. were “burning the candle at both ends” 

during the period as a whole, spending more time at work, more time commuting, and 

more time with kids as the era 1945-2000 progressed, and leaving less time for the self, 

for hobbies, for sleep, for the spouse/partner, and for adults-only leisure activities.  This 

created a self-reinforcing feedback cycle, which affirmed Gary Cross’ idea of jaded 

children and childish adults.  As adults spent more time at the office, they then spent 

more money on children’s consumer goods since shopping and buying were “fun” 

activities which offered instant gratification and could serve as a form of compensation 

for the long, tedious hours spent at the office (or commuting, or in graduate school).  In 

turn, many children took cues from their parents as to how to approach consumerism, and 
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they also perceived that buying stuff could be fun and bring joy, relief, or distraction 

from an arduous, workaday existence. 

These buying habits of adults, and many children, produced adults and children 

both non-plussed with the goods themselves and blasé toward consumer culture in 

general.  As Henri Lefebvre stated the “‘cult of the transitory’ is the ‘essence of 

[capitalist] modernity.’”9  Shoppers were encouraged by the mainstream consumer 

society to invest too much emotionally and financially into that which was fleeting: 

consumer goods.  So, this is one reason for the apparent increase in children’s 

acquisitiveness across 1945-2000, as much of the consumerism represented a negative 

feedback cycle or suggested the law of diminishing returns, so that more and more 

consumer goods were needed to produce the same results, as time passed.  This meant 

that greater numbers of purchases were needed to bring about the desired effect--whether 

it was joy or fun or distraction or another effect. 

Studies of apparent acquisitiveness must also take into account that children’s 

consumer culture was inherently designed to be faddish, and not keeping up with the 

trends rendered one out-of-date, passé, out-of-touch, and even, for children, could result 

in what amounted to a certain extent of social ostracism at school and at extracurricular 

activities.10 

                                                 
9 Quoted in T. J. Lears, Fables Of Abundance: A Cultural History Of Advertising [sic] In 
America (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1994), 385. 
10 Scholars who supported this view included Alison Pugh, Longing and Belonging: 
Parents, Children, and Consumer Culture (Berkeley, Los Angeles, CA: University of 
California Press, 2009). 
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 Also, for the younger set, Parents magazine across 55 years presented the 

consistent opinion that younger children did not really have a conception of money, and 

they did not understand that consumer goods cost money and money was finite, so 

possessions made them feel powerful, valued, and safe.  Developmental psychologists 

over the years in Parents magazine have confirmed this, including leaders like Louise 

Bates Ames, Ph.D. 

 For the older children, in 55 years of Parents magazine I found the view most 

commonly reported was that getting stuff might not be so much about the purchase itself 

as about practicing negotiating skills with parents.  This was true with the exception of 

the purchase of a car or having use of a family car--in which case, the discussion really 

was about the purchase, and not just a chance for a child to negotiate.  Once kids got to 

the age where they could drive, they arguably did need a car after the suburbanization of 

the U.S. was complete, considering that public transport was inconsistently invested in 

across the nation, and areas which had public transport did not always have long 

operating hours or low prices--and almost all after-school activities were car-dependent. 

 Additionally, conclusions about children’s seemingly acquisitive nature from the 

New York Times from the beginning of the era are suggestive of reasons for 

acquisitiveness in general throughout the period.  One reporter wrote about a survey of 

about 2,250 children from 1948-1949 in which children were asked their views on 

gifts.  Children reported a variety of views on gifts.  The most common answers included: 

it may be a token of affection; “it may represent a sign of respect for his abilities and an 

interest in his activities;” “it may represent a subtle form of encouragement;” and “a gift 
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may add to a child’s sense of importance.”  The journalist contended that, “sometimes a 

child will respond to a gift as though a social hunger had been satisfied,” adding “a gift 

may represent a gesture of forgiveness or [...] of confidence.”  Gifts of a certain tool 

might have proven or suggested to a child that “his parents [...] trust him to use it.”  

Gifts may also have served as a vote of confidence in growing up and the gender 

roles that the child wished to embody, if the child was gifted with more mature-seeming 

and more gendered gifts as he or she grew older.  As boys grew older they were given 

more grown-up and masculine gifts, and as girls aged, they were often gifted with more 

grown-up and feminine presents.  Ultimately, the article concluded, as I do in my “Gifts 

and Guilt” chapter, “the simple but profound fact that gifts may have a deep significance 

in a child’s life.”11  So, all of the above issues factored into the reasons for children’s 

apparent acquisitiveness, especially the way in which the desire to be seen as “grown up” 

or more “manly” or “ladylike” was a primary motivating factor for kids to request 

consumer goods. 

The Major Chapters 

Efforts by parents and experts to instruct children in making wise purchases were 

a foundational aspect of teaching children about consumerism.  The initial chapter, on 

buying decisions, shows that parents were theoretically in agreement with the experts on 

most issues of buying decisions and teaching children about wise purchases, unlike with 

issues of guilt gifts.  This contrast is instructive because it delineates the realms into 

which parents did not desire expert recommendations--at least until middle-class parents 

                                                 
11 Catherine Mackenzie, “Parent and Child: Gifts That Have a Many-Sided Value,” New 
York Times (21 August 1949): SM30. 
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were at the breaking point with consumerism and children’s desires, and more open to 

expert advice.  Experts had recommended that parents teach stricter lessons about buying 

decisions as early as the 1970s--in light of the straitened national economy--although 

parents mostly did not put this advice into effect until the 1990s. 

 Chapter two focuses on television, one of the great consumer inventions of the 

twentieth century.  I found compelling evidence in the primary sources illuminating 

parental and children’s reactions to the new communications medium of TV, as well as 

the significant pressures that television exerted on buying decisions.  The TV chapter 

shows that most middle-class parents spent the 1950s-1970s in a state of relative 

passivity with regard to TV, then beginning in the 1980s, became more alarmed about 

their children’s TV viewing and became actively interventionist. 

Allowances changed significantly after 1945 in purpose and levels--this is the 

subject of chapter three.  As allowance amounts increased across 1945-2000, we would 

expect that children would correspondingly complete greater numbers of chores, when in 

fact they completed fewer.  By the 1980s and 1990s, allowances were given almost 

exclusively to present opportunities for children to engage with consumerism.  We will 

discover in this chapter that allowance amounts continued to escalate across the period--

even, for many families in the early 1970s and early 1990s, rising faster than average 

family incomes.  The increase in allowance amounts was one way among many, in which 

parents explicitly and deliberately adjusted their parenting in light of the complexities and 

demands of the consumer age, reflecting the expansion in children’s consumerism as 

1945-2000 progressed. 
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 The final main chapter, on Gifts and Guilt, shows that paradoxically or counter-

intuitively, even as parental “quality” time with children increased, parents continued to 

worry about time commitments and their adequacy to the task of parenting.  Also, in 

general, their income increased, and the availability of greater numbers of affordable (to 

the middle-class and up) and very appealing consumer goods increased.  Most middle-

class parents ignored the expert advice not to feel guilty, and to resist tying gifts to guilt, 

at least until about 1990.  This chapter analyzes the mounting guilt of parents across 

1945-1990, then after 1990 their earnest attempts to try to distance themselves from that 

guilt, and to reject tying gifts to guilt. 

Conclusion   

Broadly speaking, the dissertation will conclude that as children’s consumerism 

accelerated across 1945-2000, this only added to the complexity of the parenting project 

in a consumer age, as well as heightening tensions in the expert-parent pairing, and in the 

parent-child relationship, as well. 
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1. Buying Decisions 

 
Introduction 

The subject of this chapter is parental responsibilities for helping kids learn to 

manage money and make wise consumer decisions--responsibilities which increased in 

intensity as the period 1945-2000 progressed.  Pressures on parents to teach about wise 

buying decisions escalated as the era unfolded, becoming, by 2000, an integral part of the 

parenting project.  This was in direct contrast to the situation before the 1940s--prior to 

the rapid expansion in children’s consumerism which began about 1945-1950--when 

major involvement in most aspects of children’s consumerism was simply not a facet of 

most parenting approaches nationwide, even for the middle class. 

Not surprisingly, guiding children’s consumerism was a major subject for the 

various experts who wrote for a parental audience, as in Parents magazine.  But this 

chapter will show that while there was a widespread parental effort, across 1945-2000, to 

guide children’s buying decisions, there were some problems with parents consistently 

putting expert recommendations with which they agreed into practice, and there were 

some disagreements with expert opinion.  There were specific issues on several 

emotional fronts, including with young children experiencing the “gimmes”12 and with 

                                                 
12 This term was used frequently in Parents magazine and other parenting publications 
across 1945-2000.  It was not a derogatory or dismissive term, but rather I use it as a nod 
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experts advising parents to have full financial transparency with their children and to 

approach money matters in a way which was as apparently unemotional as possible. 

By 1990, most mainstream middle-class parents had stepped up their efforts to 

teach their children about wise buying decisions, as they began to suspect, more than 

ever, that their children were “spoiled.”  These parents started to fear that their children 

had too many material possessions, particularly as parents began to feel a pocketbook 

pinch, and yet children had more disposable income than at any prior point in the 

twentieth century--this development will be discussed in greater detail in the conclusion 

to this chapter.  Parental disillusionment with children’s consumerism and buying 

decisions did not happen all of a sudden in 1990, but rather there were some symptoms of 

parental cynicism as early as 1945.  However, the rate of change in parental 

disillusionment accelerated in the final decade of the study, 1990-2000.  Although this 

chapter on Buying Decisions presents mostly analysis of continuity, there were changes 

brewing over time which resulted in parents by 1990 expressing growing reservations 

about children’s consumerism.  The most important historical developments in this regard 

were the expanding scope and scale of children’s consumerism--including the sheer 

                                                                                                                                                 
to the childrearing literature, and as a reminder that throughout the dissertation, we are 
dealing with individuals who are not yet adults.  It was not necessarily the same as the 
“impulse buy,” as for many children, the requests for consumer treats started as soon as 
they left the house, even prior to entering a store and seeing an object which could have 
triggered the urge to impulse buy.  Also, the term “consumer desire” was not terribly apt, 
either, as there were so many other emotions and practicalities tied up with children 
wanting consumer goods than with adults wanting consumer goods.  For instance, for 
most children, they requested the consumer good both because they wanted the item, and 
because they desired a sense of validation or acceptance from the parent, which they felt 
they would attain if they were able to talk the parent into purchasing the item in 
question.  In other words, consumer purchases for children had a symbolic element which 
was just as important as the practical aspect of actually getting the toy or treat. 
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number of products available, the escalating amounts of money spent by or on children 

(detailed in the Allowances and Gifts and Guilt chapter), and the products and services 

being advertised and marketed to children in a progressively aggressive manner as the 

years passed (including via the increasingly effective and pervasive means of TV, as 

detailed in the Television chapter). 

Yet if it was true that most mainstream middle-class parents experienced a turning 

point by about 1990, there were some indications in the 1980s and before of what was to 

come, including the debate, by the 1980s, that some high school students were earning 

too much in their part-time jobs.  Most parents were not requiring these teens to 

contribute to their room and board, or otherwise to their upkeep, and the result was that 

most of them were spending their earned funds almost entirely on consumer 

desires.  Many parents at the time feared that such practices were making their kids into 

spendthrifts, for example as discussed by Jerald Bachman in his 1983 article on the 

“premature affluence” of teenagers.13 

Parents and experts agreed on the basic framework for teaching children how to 

make wise buying decisions, yet there were at least four major areas of dispute, 

including: on responsible finances and the transparency of family finances; on the 

“gimmes” for younger children; on desiring clothing and shoes outside the family budget, 

for older children; and on the exact purpose of and way to approach the use of wish 

lists.  Overall, parents expressed tensions about these issues, particularly over matters that 

                                                 
13 Jerald Bachman, “Premature Affluence: Do High School Students Earn Too Much?” 
Survey Research Center, University of Michigan, Economic Outlook USA (Summer 
1983): 64-67. Vol. 10, No. 3. 
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had strong emotional overtones, as in the impulse to conceal family finances, or matters 

that involved children’s successfully fitting in with their peers--fitting in was an area in 

which experts, however, suggested that parents should adopt considerable sympathy for 

children’s views and concerns.   

This chapter is laid out in two major sections.  The first, on basic framework, 

explores parent-expert interactions on fundamental topics like consumerism and family 

finances.  Then in the second section we deal with several specific issues, such as the 

impulses of young children, consumer desires of middle- and high-schoolers, shopping 

etiquette in stores, and the interesting practice of the wish list, about which some parents 

were ambivalent. 

In general, this chapter will argue that experts and parents were much more 

aligned from 1945-2000 on issues of buying decisions than on matters of gifts and guilt, 

discussed in a separate chapter, and that children generally contested or protested the 

lessons on buying decisions which parents and experts attempted to impart, although the 

vast majority of children were not, of course, completely incautious with money, even 

prior to being instructed on matters of buying decisions. 

Experts and parents--and children, as well--generally agreed on the topic of 

consumerism itself and the fact that it was an inextricable part of children’s culture: 

vestiges of an earlier twentieth-century purism had long since disappeared.  Still, 

disagreements surfaced, with parents finding it difficult to live up to expert 

recommendations of restraint and, particularly later in the period, children exerting 

greater pressure from the other direction and, opposite to the experts, seeking greater 
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levels of purchases and apparent generosity.  There were still some shared concerns, 

though, about certain aspects and specific types of children’s consumerism.  There were 

much more intense disagreements between parents and experts over matters of 

transparency in family finances and open lines of communication on money issues--here, 

parents decided that experts were completely unrealistic.  The final aspect of this first 

section, on whether parents should place limits on or supervise spending money, reveals 

an intermediate relationship, in between adherence to expert advice and rejecting expert 

opinion, in which parents agreed with the experts in principle but sometimes had 

difficulty showing the restraint desired by experts, in practice. 

 
I. The Framework: Consumerism, Family Finances, and Overseeing Buying Decisions 

 
Buying Decisions: Industry-Influenced versus Peer-Generated Consumerism 

For parents and childrearing authorities alike, the reaction towards children's 

requests for consumer goods differed based upon the consumerism’s apparent derivation: 

industry-influenced versus peer-generated.  Both groups sought to distinguish between 

these two broad sources of children’s demands, though advice-givers articulated their 

criteria more explicitly than did parents.  In the main, experts supported peer-group and 

friendship-based reasons for buying decisions, in which the consumer item was an 

inclusive sign or emblem for a group identity, symbolism for children who were seeking 

out a sense of inclusion and belonging in reference to each other.  Conversely, experts 

and most parents did not condone consumer purchases based primarily on advertising and 

marketing persuasion aimed directly at children to promote commercial interests.   
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Parents and experts were concerned about the extent to which they saw at work 

these two different sets of influences that provoked the urge to buy, and therefore 

affected children’s buying decisions.  Of course, it was true that group/peer or 

commercial/advertising, were not mutually exclusive, as each set of influences to some 

extent bled into the other.  

Historical patterns in buying decisions showed that experts, and to a lesser degree 

parents, did not have the same degree of concern and anxiety about peer-generated 

buying, as about industry-generated consumerism.  For instance Dr. Paul Gabriel, clinical 

professor of psychiatry at New York University Medical Center, who specialized in the 

treatment of children, stated in his advice concerning the “it toy” of the mid-1980s that a 

child who had requested a Cabbage Patch doll should be allowed to have one, even if the 

parent was concerned that her child only wanted one because all the other children in the 

neighborhood had one.  Such parents as one self-identified “staunch individualist” cited 

in the Los Angeles Times in 1984 felt they should not “allow their child to be struck with 

Cabbage Patch mania.”  This parent was concerned that his child was becoming a 

follower.  Dr. Gabriel argued instead that the message of the incident was not conformity 

or uniformity but rather that the child was trying to signal to the others that he or she had 

similar interests and hobbies; Dr. Gabriel stated that a kid “is at a disadvantage if not able 

to have this show-and-tell article all the kids have.”14  Peer-generated and industry-

generated consumerism both accelerated in tandem as 1945-2000 unfolded, and the rate 

of change accelerated greatly beginning in the late-1970s and early-1980s, mostly as 

                                                 
14 Patricia McCormack, “Guilt: Unwanted Holiday Package: Level with Kids If Certain 
Gifts Were Just Too Expensive,” Los Angeles Times (25 December 1984), G11. 
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children’s television programs and ads aimed at children were largely deregulated--this 

will be addressed in the chapter “The Impact of Television on Parenting in a Consumer 

Age.”  This acceleration in the rate of change meant that levels of both peer-generated 

and industry-generated consumerism increased enormously beginning in the late 1970s-

early 1980s, and parental concerns increased as well, although not as rapidly as the forms 

of consumerism increased. 

In contrast to industry-generated consumerism, peer-generated consumerism was 

not as inherently worrying, particularly when used as a social signal to other children, in 

aspects of joining a neighborhood community.  This was evidenced in prescriptive 

literature as well as in letters and articles on parenting from 1945 to 2000.15  The primary 

source data suggest that children must be trained to resist the lures of the type and scale 

of consumerism advocated by the advertising and marketing industry, but must not 

necessarily be expected to resist or taught to reject the modes of consumerism advocated 

by their peers.   

However potentially this line of reasoning--taken by most middle-class parents in 

my research sample--did not take into account from whence the peer consumerism drew 

originally—it was possible that this form of consumerism was ultimately drawn from 

stimuli concocted by the advertising and marketing industry, as well.  Another factor in 

analyzing the potential differences between peer-generated consumerism and over-scaled 

industry-generated consumerism was to avoid overly simplistic notions of the concept of 

                                                 
15 These views were espoused by many in the era 1945-2000, including the unnamed 
father interviewed for, as well as the experts Louise Bates Ames, Ph.D., and David 
Lustig, Ph.D., clinical psychologist, cited in the article: Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing 
The ‘Gimmes,’” Parents (October 1990): 108-113. 
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“childhood” as meaning complete innocence, which may have distorted views of 

children’s consumerism.  An idealized conception of childhood may have whitewashed 

what was in fact materialism, at least in some cases, such as the middle-class children 

who stated that they had to have each and every example of different Beanie Baby toys 

when that product was popular beginning in 1995.  It may have been true that those 

theorists who refrained from denigrating children’s consumerism as long as it was 

apparently stimulated primarily by a desire to take part in peer culture,16 were taking a 

less cynical view of this consumerism because it operated on a generally smaller scale 

than industry-driven consumerism, presumably promoted togetherness or a group 

mentality rather than divisiveness,17 and was concerned with fads but might not have had 

the extreme rapidity of goods turnover that industry-generated consumerism endeavored 

to engender in shoppers. 

Theorists such as Tom Engelhardt have assumed that peer-stimulated 

consumerism, as opposed to industry-stimulated consumerism, represented an example in 

which children were able to adopt, appropriate, and transform the meanings of goods 

dictated by the children’s consumer culture industry, and imbued these goods with a 

                                                 
16 David Buckingham, The Material Child: Growing Up in Consumer Culture 
(Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2011).  Gary Cross, The Cute and the Cool: Wondrous 
Innocence and Modern American Children’s Culture (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
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meaning created primarily by the child rather than by the industry.18  These theorists 

would seem to be adopting a line of argument similar to that of David Buckingham, who 

insisted that children, no matter how young they were (age 3 and up), were not passive 

recipients of mass culture but rather had their own cultural agency, and actively shaped 

popular culture and consumer culture according to their own ends, goals, and desires.  In 

this way David Buckingham conceptualized children more as “becomings” than as 

“beings”—a term which denoted the complex ways in which identity was constantly in 

the process of formation and reformulation, for children as much as for adults.19 

Buckingham and those who agreed with him, such as Alison Pugh, concurred that 

goods were just one way among many that children created an identity at a given point in 

time and signaled that identity to others—as such, consumer products themselves were 

not destructive of a child’s self-worth, sense of self, or of a healthy childhood, nor 

necessarily an example of children embracing the self-serving message that the 

advertising and marketing industry hoped the goods were promoting.20   

Daniel Miller advanced a similar view as Buckingham, in challenging critics of 

consumerism who held that “capitalism has led to a situation where objects are more 

highly valued than people.”  In contrast to this critical view, Miller argued that 

“possessions are embedded within complex networks of personal relationships, and that 
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people who value objects also appear to value their relationships with people more 

highly.”21  From 1945-2000, rather than quarrel with consumerism, most experts agreed it 

was an important cultural force to which parents and children alike should respond, and 

rather than reject consumerism outright, experts appeared to mostly embrace it in a 

limited, moderate way, and endeavored to teach parents and children to make wise 

buying decisions and be smart shoppers. 

Responsible Finances; Views Toward Money, Buying Decisions, and Consumerism  

There was considerable consensus between experts and parents on the general 

issue of money and responsible finances, though there were a few areas of dispute and of 

change over time.  Tension arose between parents and experts, including on the issue of 

family financial transparency, and on whether to view money in an unemotional way, 

favored by experts, or to approach it in a more traditional way, like most parents.  While 

expert and parental agreement over the sources of consumerism generally set a common 

framework for reactions to children’s requests, greater tension emerged over various 

aspects of family finances and interactions with children, including on the issue of family 

financial transparency. 

Much of the data from 1945-2000 regarding buying decisions centered on issues 

of responsible finances.  The historical record regarding responsible finances—including 

family finances—showed marked continuity in the expert advice given, in the 

childrearing practices most common among middle-class parents, and in the responses of 

children to the efforts of experts and parents to teach about responsible finances. 
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An article from 1957 in Parents was representative of the prescriptive literature of 

1945-2000, as the article considered that training youth to have competence with money 

and to make wise buying decisions was an integral part of parenting children 

properly.  Of the two dozen tasks which Parents editorial staff members identified in this 

article as indispensable to the job of being a parent, at least three of them centered around 

experiences with money, buying decisions, and financial responsibility.  These three 

were: a child “Needs chances to earn money and decide how to use his own earnings;” 

“Appreciates opportunity to share in family planning and family responsibilities;” and 

“Wants a part in making decisions as to the degree of freedom which he may have.”22  

As with other articles in this study, this piece from 1957 argued that all members 

of the family benefitted when regular family conferences were held in which to discuss 

decision-making.  In addition, parenting experts believed that the more involved children 

were in setting their own parameters—regarding spending, curfews, schoolwork, and 

leisure activities—then the more inclined they were to be content with and adhere to 

these rules and guidelines.23  Thus the article maintained the themes repeated throughout 

this study, that teaching children about buying decisions was an essential component of 

good parenting, that parents must share with children about the family financial situation, 

and that children invested with more autonomy and agency would, except for perhaps an 

initial misstep, overall make wiser decisions than those whose selfhood had been limited 

or curtailed by parents--however well-meaning--who had dictated the children’s buying 

decisions.  
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On Keeping Emotions out of the Conversation 

The idea of family conferences or family discussions of money revealed a 

significant rift between experts and parents on the feasibility of openness and especially 

on the idea of limiting emotionality.  Expert hopes that parents would approach money 

matters in a consistently dispassionate way were not met.  Parents, and some children, 

often viewed money, in contrast to experts, as potentially a cause of animosity, ambiguity 

in relationships, contentiousness, and anxiety.  Across 1945-2000 the majority of parents-

-in contrast to a predominance of experts--believed that family financial concerns were 

inherently emotional and presented a conundrum.  This perception often resulted in 

money being viewed by parents, and some children, as a cause of tension in the 

household.  

The predominant view held by experts, was that money was just a tool and must 

be perceived neutrally and handled without any emotional connotations.  They believed 

that money interactions within the family should be without strings; and that money 

should not be used as a form of punishment, an incentive, or a potential form of 

entrapment.  The experts, many of whom were also parents, advocated for a dispassionate 

view of money to include the idea of a regular family council assembly, in which family 

members shared with each other their financial outlook. 

Experts developed some minor disagreements on a few points concerning advice 

on buying decisions.  In the main from 1945-2000 the body of advice from experts was 

fairly consistent, and did not change greatly.  However the continuity of expert advice did 

not mean that the experts did not take the topic of buying decisions seriously or reflect 



30 
 

the changing historical context across the fifty-five year period under 

consideration.  Rather, experts did take into account historical developments of the era, 

and still decided to keep their advice essentially the same.  Thus, the subject of buying 

decisions was important, both in the advice literature and in the real, day-to-day 

experience of raising children in a consumer age. 

View of Minority of Adults: Lack of Emotionalism on Matters of 

Money, Held Mostly By Experts 

Across 1945-2000 the expert view on financial affairs was that money must be 

approached in a way which was, on the surface, as emotionless as possible.  For example, 

newspapers weighed in with their recommendations about family councils and meetings 

about money, in articles such as “How to Teach the Facts of Life” in 1974, excerpted 

from the “Ten Step Guide for Parents” to help children develop sound financial habits by 

Thomas Hanchett, and “Home Rule: Family Councils,” by Bonnie McCullough from 

1986.  Thomas Hanchett, then-vice president of Continental Bank, recommended that 

parents: “consider setting up a family money council, which will help your child see the 

complex spending choices that confront a family.”24  Bonnie McCullough, author of five 

books on home management, insisted, “The family is a small business that needs to deal 

with everyday maintenance, relationships, money, and long-range goals.”  She added, 

“this [the council meeting] is a good time to openly discuss problems.”   McCullough 
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felt, “The whole purpose behind this family council is to satisfy the child’s needs to be 

listened to, to participate, and to feel his/her ideas are valid.”25 

For parents to include all of the family members in these gatherings was heavily 

emphasized by financial experts, not exclusively to endorse the idea of debating money 

issues as the only function of a family council, but also to “listen to” their children in all 

counselling issues.  Writer Ruth Moss asserted that allowing children to participate in 

financial discussions and decisions was always helpful, and, “is particularly good [...] 

when a choice may not be between two desirable purchases but between buying 

something and going without.”26  It was the belief of budget advice writers that only 

when children were fully informed about family finances could they one day make their 

own sound financial choices. 

This expert approach--to deal with money in a way which was lacking in 

emotionality--was held by the minority of the adults I encountered in research into 1945-

2000, and was held mostly by those who considered themselves foremost to have a career 

as parenting experts, rather than those who considered themselves primarily to be just 

parents.  Further examples of this minority view were found in the works of experts such 

as Kenneth McKenna, Grace Weinstein, and Peter Wish.  These authorities advocated for 

a very practical approach to money which they hoped would redirect emotional responses 

of family members to money matters, along a more explicitly rational, logical vein.  In 
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this way these experts believed they were taking a common-sense approach to financial 

matters. 

Most family experts and financial consultants contended that money decisions and 

discussions did not benefit when money was presented as an emotional topic; they 

advised that family budgets should be dealt with in an unemotional way.  These 

recommendations held that money should not have been used to symbolize love, joy, and 

fun; and that money could, if used properly, lessen the tension in the household between 

parents and children about buying decisions.  In “Money Pamphlet Designed to Keep 

Peace in Family” of 1958, the writer recounted, “Since money can mean so many 

different things to different people even within the same family, it is not strange [...] that 

it serves as the focal point for so many arguments and disagreements.”27 

The Family Service Association of America, an organization of social workers 

nationwide, in 1957 provided an example of experts who regarded money as only a 

financial device: “The inappropriate use of money or its substitution for the basic 

elements in the parent-child relationship obscures the child’s view of the value of 

money.”  They added that when money was used in an emotional way in a family, “The 

relationship of money to life and to living becomes clouded, and this obscurity creates a 

real handicap for him [the child] in later years.”28   

In agreement with the Family Service Association of America, Sal Nuccio of the 

New York Times in 1965 regarded money as simply a means to an end or an instrument 
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for transactions, “The goal of parents should be to teach their children how to use money 

wisely and, more important[ly], to view it objectively for what it is--a medium of 

exchange for present and future needs and desires.”29  Nuccio did not believe that money 

should have been used in an emotional way.  He also felt that financial discussions should 

be approached dispassionately. 

Families were warned to regard money as neither inherently friend nor foe, not as 

something which necessarily brought joy or fun or helped mark special occasions, but 

rather as a tool or mechanism which brought about a desired outcome.  This expert view 

was further represented by authors like Kenneth McKenna.  McKenna, a business 

reporter writing in 1967,30 insisted, “You can spend money and save it at the same time—

all it takes is know-how.  For to spend knowledgeably is to save money, and there’s a 

technique to it which is a blend of art and science.”31  As with most experts, rather than 

rejecting consumerism, he embraced it in a limited, moderate way, but endeavored to 

teach the reader and his or her children how to be smart shoppers. 

McKenna recommended holding a family council periodically so that all family 

members could discuss financial matters.  McKenna found when discussing this with 

families, that those who adopted his family council approach had fewer disagreements 

about financial issues than families who did not follow his advice.  In addition, McKenna 

insisted “this approach will also help your children learn something about the value of 
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money and will give them a good background for the time when they will have to control 

their own finances.”32  He viewed money primarily as a tool and not as a controlling 

mechanism or an opportunity for family power plays, “Money is to use—to help you get 

what you most want.  Parents who have learned to make their money work for them are 

likely to teach that [...] to their children, too.”33 

Referring to money as a function and utility of the economy, Grace Weinstein, 

writing in 1976, endeavored to put this approach into perspective when she incorporated 

the emotions behind affection and attention into her advice.  When asked about the best 

attitude toward money to teach to children, Weinstein was adamant: “Money is a tool and 

only a tool, and something we should try to keep separate from emotional 

connotations.  Love should be shown through affection and attention, not [...] 

gifts.”  Money was a medium of exchange, and Weinstein believed that money was 

simply to be used “to acquire things you like.”34 

View of the Majority of Adults: Emotionalism on Matters of 

Money, Held Mostly by Parents 

The mainstream view of most parents across 1945-2000 about family finance was 

that money did not only serve simply a monetary function, but rather that it also 

encompassed financial imperatives and emotional obligations, and had emotional 

undertones and overtones and significant emotional consequences for families, as 
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well.  These views on emotionality, of course, directly affected buying decisions--thus 

they are presented in this chapter on buying decisions and wise purchases. 

Parents across 1945-2000 struggled to keep emotionalism from intruding on calm, 

rational family discussions of money.  The problems of a typical family were related by a 

young man who was a sophomore in high school in 1958.  Interviewed for the Chicago 

Tribune, this man stated, “My problems usually stem from parents about money.  I feel I 

don’t get enough allowance...But there is always their argument of keeping in the budget 

[...] they won't buy anything if they don't have the money immediately.  Therefore, the 

money is always tied up that way.”35  It was not without feelings of helplessness that this 

sophomore expressed frustration with his family and money.  The dilemma of asking for 

more allowance money, and the realization that parents could not afford to take more 

money from their budget was not atypical of middle-class children in my study 1945-

2000, and furthermore was highlighted in these telling figures from a survey of 

1958.  The Purdue Opinion Panel--a nationwide poll of thousands of teens in 1958--found 

that: 74 percent said they wished they could be of more financial help to their families, 67 

percent admitted they worried about their family's financial problems, and 38 percent 

admitted that they wished their father had a higher level or better-paid job.36 

Further representing the emotional view of money taken by the majority of 

parents (and children, for that matter) across 1945-2000, Lawrence Kutner wrote in 1990 

that “money is often a stressful subject” and “for many adults, the amount of money they 
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make and how they choose to spend it is the most private of affairs.”  He continued: 

“Money is a topic laden with symbolism, a source of pride or of shame, a standard for 

measuring success and competence...It also brings about conflicting feelings of 

competitiveness between parents and children, who can be both proud and jealous of each 

other's success.”37   

Kutner added, “Money is also a topic filled with emotions and memories, for the 

ability to make important financial decisions without getting one’s parents’ permission is 

a marker of adulthood,” and he also felt that money was a topic inherently filled with 

tension.  Dr. Kenneth O. Doyle encapsulated the view of money as symbolic and 

emotional, “Money is often used as a talisman against a loss of affection, competence, 

reputation, or control.”  Likewise, Dr. Bernard Poduska, a professor of family sciences, 

argued, “‘One of the things that money can do is make the intangible tangible.  Some 

children grow up hearing things like ‘How much do you love me?  Look how much I 

spent on you.’”38 

Echoing these views, financial planner Elizabeth Lewin, writing in 1994, stated 

that for the many clients she has served who were also parents: “Money, like sex, is 

regarded as a taboo topic when parents talk to children,” adding “Parents think their 

offspring will figure [financial and sexual] things out on their own.”  She stated that in 

her many years as a financial planner, she had seen countless examples of parents and 

children who adhered to the mainstream, emotional view of money, whereas she followed 
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the expert view of money as simply a medium of exchange.  She stated that parents were 

reluctant to discuss money with their children because “it is such an emotional issue [for 

parents].  It has such symbolic meaning.  It is a control carried over a child.”  She added 

that if parents paid for grades or for certain achievements in athletic performance, “That’s 

a terrible message” to send to children.  Also, she elaborated, “If your kids are hearing 

arguments in the household [over money], then they're going to have very negative 

feelings [toward money].”  Lewin continued that if “kids hear all this yelling and 

screaming” any time the topic of money was broached, then they would grow up with 

cynical, contradictory, unrealistic, and ultimately unworkable attitudes and behaviors 

toward financial matters.39 

Lewin elaborated further, on the issue of the messages that parents were sending 

to kids, considering that money was obviously a divisive topic for most families, “Well 

it’s all negative [all negative messages].  Money becomes a point where everything is 

fights.  It’s control and arguments and kids don’t like to see their parents arguing and all 

of the arguments are over money.”  She advised parents on financial affairs: “Don’t 

discuss that in front of the kids if you’re going to yell and scream at one another about 

spending habits.”40  Lewin was just one of many experts in 1945-2000 who regarded 

money and finance as potentially very destructive issues with which families had to cope 

on a daily basis. 
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Likewise, the philosophy represented in The Family in a Money World, written in 

1957 by a consortium of social workers nationwide, was “that the use of money as [...] 

discipline, ‘an instrument for manipulation and control and a weapon for punishment,’” 

was likely to cloud issues and create unwholesome attitudes [in parents and in children] 

toward both financial and family matters.41  As Dorothy Barclay wrote, also in 1957, 

“The inappropriate use of money or its substitution for the basic elements in the parent-

child relationship obscures the child’s view of the value of money.”42 

Had families been able to consistently follow the experts’ recommendations, this 

would have produced increased harmony in the family as a community.  The data have 

shown that following the view of the majority of adults--of an emotional response to 

money decisions--resulted in negative attitudes not just toward money, but often toward 

one’s family members as well.  

Experts could also be parents, of course; however, with their intention of 

mediating money questions, these commentators and popularizers most often focused 

more on financial than emotional imperatives.  Parents’ answers to financial questions 

most often did not embrace the experts’ standards or imitate them, but rather most parents 

strove to sincerely act from and respond to emotional experience.  This section has 

undertaken the task of examining and analyzing parents’ efforts to mediate between rules 

or the prescriptive advice of experts; and daily realities, or the lived experience of parents 

and their children. 
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Debates Between Parents and Experts over Transparency of Family 

Finances  

We have seen that experts perceived that the majority of parents took an 

emotional approach toward money, while most experts themselves favored taking an 

unemotional approach; here we will see that another major way in which parents and 

experts differed was that most experts felt parents should have had a policy of full 

financial disclosure to their children, whereas almost all parents did not agree with this or 

follow through with this approach.  Considering that many experts were parents 

themselves, and that these experts desired to sell as much of their advice as possible and 

so one would not necessarily predict that they would give advice which might alienate 

their potential readership and customer base, I expected to find a great deal of 

cooperation in discussion of finances and the implementation of family finance advice 

between experts and parents about the family economy.  However, I did not find this to 

be true in the primary sources.  Across 55 years, parents and experts disagreed about 

whether to inform children of changes to the family finances--with most parents desiring 

to keep these details from their children, and experts insisting that parents share this 

information openly with their children.  I refer to this issue as one of “transparency.” 

From 1945-2000 the data strongly underlined that parents and children did not 

seek each other out to discuss finances, and often a third party mediator was consulted, a 

strong indication that parents and children did not generally talk to each other openly 

about family money matters, without the intervention of an outsider.   
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In the article “Teenagers” of 1952, a teen wrote in with the following question: 

“My dad acts like a miser about money.  He doesn't give me enough allowance and wants 

me to pay part of what I earn back to the family.  Is that fair?”  The answer from family 

advice columnist Kitte Turnell was, “There should be no mystery about family 

finances….Talk it over.  The more you know about the family picture, the easier it is to 

agree.”43  The expert was adhering to the frequently-advocated expert view, which was to 

recommend that parents and children have an open dialogue and full financial 

transparency about family financial affairs.   

In the report from 1955, “Teens Can Help to Ease Those Family Tensions,” by 

Sheila John Daly, she quoted a letter from an “upset senior in high school,” stating “My 

parents have been arguing a lot lately, mostly about money.  Tho [sic] they try not to let 

us children hear, we can't help being aware of the tension.  Ours used to be such a happy, 

relaxed home, and now life is pretty miserable.  I know that my dad’s salary was cut 

recently [...].”  Ms. Daly responded, “Worry and tension often cause arguments between 

two people who ordinarily would never say a cross word to one another.”44  As above, we 

have an expert advocating for financial transparency in a family. 

In “Two Views: Talk Family Finances in the Presence of Children?” of 1960 

writers “Mamee Tee” and “Hilltop Valley” responded to reader-submitted content from 

“Gardenut,” a concerned parent.  Gardenut had previously written into the family column 

asking for advice on speaking about family finances with her children.  Mamee Tee 
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stated, “On discussing family finances in the presence of children: Please, be wise and 

don’t do it.  It isn’t fair to burden their minds with adult problems.  Childhood is such a 

fleeting time of life, and each little child should be allowed to enjoy it [...].”  In adopting 

this approach, Mamee Tee was aligning herself more with most parents than with most 

experts. 

Mamee Tee offered an ideological justification for excluding children from family 

financial concerns, emphasizing the emotional anxiety that she believed children might 

have felt if they were included in these talks.  She thought that money was inherently an 

adult responsibility.  

In contrast, “Hilltop Valley” responded, “In regard to discussing family finances 

in the presence of children, I say ‘Yes!’  They don't have to know exactly what the bank 

balance is, but should understand that you can’t buy everything when you want it.”45  In 

contrast to Mamee Tee, Hilltop Valley aligned herself more with most experts than with 

most parents.  The views of these readers are presented here in some detail as they were 

emblematic of the two camps regarding whether to include children in financial talks 

across 1945-2000, with one group asserting that children should be informed of financial 

issues, and the other insisting that, as they were not yet adults, children should have been 

shielded from the full extent of family financial realities. 

While the case of “Gardenut” writing in to her local newspaper came from 1960, 

in fact commentators across the decades in 1945-2000 noted that parents hated to discuss 
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either sex or money with their children, but hated discussing money the most.46  A quote 

from a parent in 1976 completely backed this up.  Journalist Claire Berman wrote in 1976 

for the New York Times, “More than any other subject [discussed by parents and 

children], money is treated with a lack of objectivity.”  A successful PR executive who 

had a 16-year-old daughter named Debbie candidly admitted to the reporter, “‘I find it 

easier to talk to my daughter, Debbie, about the pill than to discuss [money and how 

Debbie should budget].’”47  This corporate executive spoke to parenting concerns--and a 

parenting approach--shared by most parents across 1945-2000.  

Also in 1976, Sharon Keller of the Chicago Tribune interviewed DeeDee Ahern, a 

Chicago financial consultant who lectured on topics of women and money; Ahern 

asserted: “it is important that a child learn control over his own economic life as early as 

possible.  And the sense of control can originate in family discussions [transparency] of 

money matters.”  Ahern saw a progressive openness in discussion of finances with each 

new generation, but still was perturbed to find many children “very unaware of their 

families’ financial situations.”  Ahern stated that she has found, “If money is discussed at 

home, it often is approached [warily] or with hostility.”  The main problem with this 

approach was that it brought about unrealistic attitudes toward money on the part of the 

children: “‘it creates a fiction’” around financial affairs.  She concluded, “Family 

communication on a positive, learning, exciting basis is the key.”   
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Furthermore addressing the issue of transparency in 1976, Grace Weinstein, 

author of Children and Money: A Guide for Parents, was in favor of full financial 

transparency in families and stated her belief that “children should share in economic 

decisions [...] if there is an economic crunch, it should be talked about and 

explained.”  Although some parents may have thought that this would instill fear, 

Weinstein shared her opinion that full financial disclosure actually helped to dispel fear 

in children, as knowledge is powerful, and as children sensed when they were not being 

included in important issues, anyway, so one might as well have told them the truth.48 

Taboo is a strong word, and yet it recurred frequently in any research into matters 

concerning money, parents, and children.  This did not change from 1945 to 2000.  As the 

period unfolded, there was evidence that children were increasingly incorporated into the 

financial mainstream of the nation as they had more spending money, but children were 

not correspondingly included in family financial affairs to the same degree--they were not 

often incorporated fully into the financial mainstream of the family. 

Although the advertising and marketing industry were ready, for the sake of 

profit, to portray children in the postwar era as full economic citizens--at least in the 

context of purchases of consumer goods--their families were not.  The quandary that was 

presented when parents were reluctant to fully disclose family financial concerns to their 

children was completely different from the problems for family buying decisions 

presented by the advertising and marketing industry’s investment in children as a market, 

and the industry’s willingness to include children in financial affairs.  While the 
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advertising and marketing industry were ready to accept children as economic citizens for 

their own motives--mostly the profit motive--experts were ready for and advocating for 

this state of affairs owing to their own reasoning. 

Primarily, experts thought that children would be more likely to grow into wise, 

informed, careful consumers if they were always kept fully abreast of the family financial 

situation.  In 1945-2000 while many parents believed that children were too young or 

immature to be fully informed of family finances, most experts in fact felt that sharing 

financial details with children would help them to learn about money management and 

even help them to rein in some of their consumer impulses.  Writing in 1990, 

representative expert David Lustig, Ph.D., a clinical psychologist, maintained that there 

was no point in shielding children from financial reality or the workings of the capitalist 

consumer economy: “‘There’s nothing wrong with kids learning the hard economic facts 

of life.’” 49  Thus, experts tended to see financial affairs as just another aspect of family 

life that must be shared with all members of the family--whereas most parents tended to 

view finances not predominantly as an element of family life but primarily as an aspect of 

the adult realm.  However, across 1945-2000, there were atypical parents who did not 

think it would be helpful or necessary to keep financial details from their children--one 

such parent is discussed below. 

The experience of parent John (no last name given) from 1990 is pertinent to this 

discussion; he included the family unit in his troubles when he described to his children 

his changed work situation.  In fact, John’s case was one of the only major instances of 
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1990):  108-113.  Quote from 113.  
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full transparency in my primary source base across 1945-2000, as he told his children the 

truth when he was laid off from work.50 

John’s sons were 10 and 12 when he lost his job, and he told them that night.  He 

felt that initially they “took the news badly.”  This father stated, “They tried to be 

supportive but they were really frightened.  I knew that I wouldn’t have much trouble 

finding another job.  But I had a hard time explaining it to my boys.  How could I explain 

something I didn’t really understand?”  Karen Levine, Parents contributing editor and 

mother of two sons, offered the following commentary: “Understandably, John’s sons 

were confused and frightened at first,” yet the father believed that his sons experienced 

personal growth ultimately as a result of the financial turmoil.  John related that about a 

week after he lost his job, his older boy took on a paper route as he said he wanted to help 

with the family finances.  His other son also got over his initial feeling of worry quite 

quickly.  While this experience was not typical of 1945-2000--and in fact, this father 

admitted that he did have “terrific kids”51--it is still useful to recount here as a reminder 

that parenting was inherently a complex and multivalent task--and so responses to the 

challenges of parenting across the era were never monolithic. 

Mitchell Wittenberg, Ph.D., a clinical psychologist writing in 1990, advised that a 

parent who had been let go speak openly with children about potential results of the job 

loss: both emotional--experiencing feelings of sadness, fear, or anxiety--and practical--

having less money to spend.  Not all parents focused on emotional consequences, though, 

and he recounted that a single mother who was a patient of his simply told her children 
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“they wouldn’t be getting many gifts for the holidays because money was tight” this year, 

and another client asked her kids to help more with household chores so that she would 

have more time available for her job search.  These parents reported that their children 

did not experience emotional turmoil as a result of their mothers’ being laid off, 

presumably because the emotional tone of a home is set by the parent, and children 

generally react in a manner according to the reactions of the parent.  With level-headed 

parents, their children were likely to take a reasoned and reasonable approach to changes, 

whereas with more overtly anxious parents, their children may have experienced a welter 

of emotions at news of a layoff, or other altered financial circumstances.52 

Parenting analysts and commentators from 1945-2000 agreed that children should 

be told any time there was a change in family finances, even a large and potentially 

unsettling or upsetting one.  Financial analyst Neale Godfrey, mother, and author of The 

Kids’ Money Book, reminded parents in 1992, “You don't want to scare your children, but 

it’s important for them to understand that life is full of changes.”  Parents magazine 

recommended to parents that they be “honest but reassuring.”  Godfrey stated that if she 

were laid off, for instance, she would phrase the news as: “I’m very sad because I’ve lost 

my job.  We’ll still have fun, and we’ll even have the chance to be together more, but 

some things will have to change.”53  Nancy Barbanel, a clinical social worker in New 

York, advised parents in 1992 to simply tell children the change meant mostly that “We 
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can’t spend as much money [as before],” but that relationships within the family would, 

of course, be as close as ever.54 

Gail Hudson was another writer in 1945-2000 who felt it was not necessary to 

keep children in the dark with regard to money management, and felt that withholding 

financial information from them was not shielding or protecting them, but rather could 

result in the children growing up with a distorted impression of money and a skewed 

approach to spending. She wrote in 1992 that it was important to give children a sense of 

family financial limits and to not issue a vague “no” to spending requests, but rather to 

specify whether the parent can afford the item at the time, and why or why not.55  Like 

most parenting experts in the era under study, Hudson felt that parents should take the 

mystery and the mystique out of family financial affairs, whereas most parents did not 

view their practices as mysterious, but rather felt they were protecting or shielding their 

children from things they should not have heard. 

Furthermore on issues of transparency, in “A Family That Pays Bills Together, 

Learns to Budget Together” of 1997, Neale Godfrey, former bank president and expert on 

family finance, addressed the complicated issue of family financial transparency, “How 

much should you talk about family finances to your children?  How much should they 

know about the family’s overall financial health?  Perhaps more than you think.”  She 

continued, “It’s not necessary for young children to know every detail of your financial 

life, although they will be included more and more as they get older.  But they should 

know, in general, how things are going.”  Godfrey insisted that children “have a right to 

                                                 
54 Nancy Barbanel in Gail Hudson, “Money Fights,” Parents (February 1992): 82. 
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know, and sometimes a responsibility to know, the ups and downs of their family.”  She 

added, “If children all of a sudden see Dad home during the day when he is usually at 

work, it’s unfair to say, ‘Nothing’s wrong.’  Explain to your children what happened.”   

Godfrey insisted that, in the event of a parental layoff, “The most important 

message to send is that you and the family will be all right.  There might be changes, but 

you're still together, and you'll pull together as a family.”  She continued, “If things are 

tight and you need to cut back, your children need to know that too.”  This expert 

asserted that keeping details from children is not “sparing” them, but actually did more 

harm than good in the long run.  Godfrey concluded, “You shouldn't apologize for things 

being tight.  Don't feel guilty about it.  This is how life works.  In the long run, being 

honest is a way of empowering your children, giving them the strength to deal with 

change.”56  Experts consistently felt that including children in all aspects of life would 

make them more knowledgeable and ultimately more resilient, but parents almost 

uniformly believed that including children in what parents regarded as “adult” issues 

would make children seem old before their time and cause them worry and anxiety.  

We have seen that childrearing experts asserted that children should not have been 

“protected” from financial realities, as this would produce a child who did not have sound 

financial values, and the child would discover the truthful situation eventually, 

anyway.  Experts believed that choosing the family unit to be fully informed of changes 

to the family financial situation, and then trusting the family unit to cohesively react to 

and understand the changes, was advisable over the approach of most parents who 
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claimed to shield their children from financial realities, yet who were choosing the 

parent-as-individual approach--rather than the parent-as-a-member-of-a-team approach--

to financial matters, which resulted in what was ultimately a selfish act on the part of the 

parent, even if he or she did not realize or fully comprehend at the time that he or she was 

being selfish. 

Thus far we have covered all but one of the major elements of section one--the 

framework--of the chapter.  We have addressed the majority parental view of 

emotionality with regard to money, as opposed to the expert view that emotionalism has 

no place in financial discussions.  We then discussed debates between parents and experts 

over the transparency of family finances, in which we saw that parents must have 

disagreed with expert recommendations to keep no aspect of family finance secret from 

children--otherwise the experts would not have been so keen to remind parents to adopt 

full financial transparency so often across 1945-2000.  Below, we will analyze the final 

aspect of the first section of this chapter, in which we ask: why did parents give spending 

money and where did it come from?  We also ask: should parents have placed limits on 

or supervised spending money?  In this last element of the section, concerning 

supervision, we will mostly see that parents agreed with experts in theory but, in practice, 

had difficulty in putting expert opinion consistently into effect in their families. 

 Why Did Parents Give Spending Money and Where Did It Come From? 

Before starting the section on specific issues and challenges in the history of 

parents and experts teaching children about buying decisions, it is necessary to state that 

parents attempted to teach about buying decisions most frequently by giving their 
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children spending money.  The solution chosen by each family about spending money 

was different including: whether to give allowances or to give spending money as a gift; 

the amount; the frequency; and whether amounts were increased as children became older 

and took more responsibility for buying more of their own school clothes--this last 

arrangement occurred mostly prior to 1960, though, not after. 

In each case regarding whether to give and how to apportion spending money, the 

solution was always chosen in the end according to the parents’ preferences and not 

according to children’s competencies.  The primary sources showed that other than what 

parents viewed as missteps with the first few attempts at making spending decisions, the 

vast majority of white middle-class kids discovered in this study mostly made buying 

decisions on their own that were not viewed as unwise by their parents--parental concerns 

to trust children with money, to the contrary.  This was an area in which parents 

consistently underestimated their children--their children’s capacity for reasonable and 

acceptable decisions with regard to spending. 

Children’s financial literacy was endorsed by commentators on parenting 

concerns, as they emphasized that all children should have their own spending money 

beginning at the age of 5 years old, and they must be afforded broad latitude in spending 

decisions.  According to the experts, when parents did not choose to allow children the 

freedom of choice in buying decisions, then giving them money, dictating their buying 

decisions, and expecting them to learn wise choices would be a needless exercise.  In 

addition to matters of transparency addressed above, this was another major arena in 

which parents and experts disagreed.  Experts felt that parents should give children 
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almost complete autonomy as regards how to spend their money, in order to best teach 

wise buying decisions--yet most parents could never fully allow themselves to 

consistently give their children the spending latitude recommended by experts. 

For families in this study, expectations of the purposes of allowances and other 

spending money, all had in common the mutual purpose of a happy and harmonious 

family life, as well as teaching about wise buying decisions.  The purpose of most of the 

literature aimed at families was to advise family groups and individuals on how to 

improve one’s life and solve problems, and to build a family budget on a financially-

sound base or foundation. 

Experts in 1945-2000 consistently emphasized that parents must not dictate which 

item the child bought when using his own money from an allowance, or money given as 

gift money from birthdays and holidays.  Many parents claimed that in theory they did 

not agree with imposing spending decisions; however, in practice, parents more often 

than not, did exactly that.  

Three differing sets of motives and competing interests emerged from the 

reactions and reports of children, parents, and experts concerning spending 

money.  Experts gave the following reasons for recommending that parents issue 

spending money: primarily to encourage a child to develop into what each parent 

believed was a discerning consumer (making wise choices), and secondarily to educate 

children in the practicalities of handling money (how to make change, etc).  

The most commonly stated parental motivations in giving spending money were: 

to encourage children to be sensible consumers; to practice saving up for something, the 
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application of deferred gratification, and creating and adhering to a budgeting timeline; 

and to neutralize their children’s pleas and “pester power” in which parents were tired of 

being asked for consumer goods, as well as to learn the practicalities of handling money.   

Interestingly, in most white middle-class families, children were never asked what 

they thought the purpose of their spending money was or whether they thought that their 

spending money was achieving those goals or aims.  Although regarding spending 

money, publications with reader-generated content submitted by children, such as Penny 

Power (later called Zillions), presented examples of children who asked for allowances or 

asked for their existing allowance amount to be increased, they never included anecdotes 

as to what exactly children thought their parents were trying to teach them by giving 

them spending money.  By the closing decades of this study in the 1980s and the 1990s, 

many middle-class children seemed to take it for granted that they would mostly assume 

the role within the family of dependents who were consumers and not producers.  The 

historical trajectory by which children came to take on these roles is traced in the chapter 

on “Allowances.”  

Experts and parents disagreed as to the primary reasons for giving children 

spending money, and also their opinions diverged as to how to maintain a consistent 

approach when awarding children spending money, either as gifts or in the form of a 

recurring allowance.  Financial analysts and family commentators noted that consistency 

in allocating the money and guiding its use was the key to success when teaching 

children about financial literacy and raising children who would be able to be disciplined 

spenders as adults. 
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When parents tried to reconcile competing needs within the family, and balance 

the different calls on the family budget, with the desire to teach children about finances, 

parents appeared not to have a consistent and useful template.  This apparent ambivalence 

was reflected in my research as parents struggled to find a consistent pattern with which 

to set an example, and struggled to adhere to this example.  Parents were inconsistent in 

implementing well-meaning plans to teach about buying decisions--mostly as parents and 

children’s emotions and expectations shifted, and family circumstances changed.  Also, 

on a more practical note, there were time constraints, as parents were busier some weeks 

or some months than others, and many of them simply worked so many hours that they 

could not make time to consistently teach their children about wise spending. 

Money was a complex and weighty issue even when scaled down to the level of 

the family and down to the level of children’s spending.  In fact, Lawrence Kutner of the 

New York Times stated clearly that, “Understanding money is one of the most confusing, 

difficult, and emotion-laden tasks children face.  Even as adults, we carry with us strong 

impressions of our own parents’ attitudes toward money.  For many [parents who were 

children in the 1950s and 1960s], it was a subject seldom discussed with 

children.”  Kutner added furthermore that for children of the 1950s and 1960s, “Money 

was as mysterious as sex, as steeped in ritual as religion and as volatile as 

politics.”57  Beginning in the 1970s, my primary source data showed that as parents’ 

economic philosophies changed shape slightly over time, and as parents witnessed the 

relative success or failure of their child’s dealings with money and budgets, some parents 
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modified their approaches in an effort to amend the effects on their child of past attempts 

to teach about money, wise spending, and saving.  

With the dispersal of spending money, parents attempted to teach kids about 

money, yet with the further dilemma that American adults themselves experienced 

financial concerns as complex, stressful, emotional, and divisive.  As parents did not 

always fully understand their own attitudes and behaviors toward money, often it was 

quite difficult for them to decide on what they considered to be the appropriate or best 

attitudes and behaviors toward money to impart to their children.  Money issues were 

incredibly complex, and when applied to a family, these matters incorporated apparently 

contradictory demands for both generosity and saving, and for both acquiring money and 

spending it. 

In the deceptively straightforward gesture of giving allowances and gift money, 

parents embarked on a well-intentioned journey to reward their children, and attempt to 

instruct them in a useful, practical, and meaningful way about buying decisions.  These 

criteria will be explored further later in the chapter.  Experts believed that parents must 

allow children to make their own spending decisions; otherwise the exercise of giving 

them spending money was redundant or useless.  Parenting analysts stated that parents 

could place some parameters on spending, by listing certain items as off-limits, yet 

ultimately they advocated for parents to allow children to make the final spending 

decision themselves, without the parent dictating the choice.  We have seen in this section 

that allowing children to fully make their own decisions as to what to buy was an area in 

which parents and experts disagreed, and we have discovered that parents and experts 
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differed as to the main reasons to give spending money and exactly what they thought the 

exercise would teach children.   

Should Parents Have Placed Limits on or Supervised Spending Money? 

When parents gave spending money in the form of allowances or gift money, they 

had to decide whether to impose any guidelines on their child’s spending and take into 

account the child’s age and the family’s attitudes about money, whether more permissive 

or more traditional.  Most experts felt that some limits were acceptable, but that dictating 

exactly which purchase to make (choosing which item in the store, as opposed to just the 

parent offering his opinion) was not acceptable parenting practice.58   

Journalist Viola Holley, writing in 1948 for the Christian Science Monitor, 

elucidated matters of limits and of overseeing spending money.  On supervision, she 

wrote that a purchase must be “his own choice,” as a child who was supervised “may 

spend wisely because of the supervision but he does not learn how to be independent in 

handling money, or how to keep his expenses within a stated amount.”  On limits, she 

added that a child must be “left free to use his money as he wishes,” and that the parent 

should place limits on spending only if the item was dangerous or “harmful.”59 

It was only with practice that a child could understand how to make wise choices 

independently, for in any age group, money skills and financial competency had to be 

reached via practical application of these nascent skills.  “The ability to use money must 

be acquired.  No child is born with it” stated Dr. Ralph Ojemann in 1949, then-associate 
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professor at Iowa University Child Welfare Research Station.  He added that “the child 

has to learn what choices will help him in the long run.”   Dr. Ojemann argued, “Junior 

must do the managing.  He must decide how the money is to be spent.”60 

In a parenting magazine article of the 1960s, mother and journalist Robin Ann 

Worthington echoed and agreed with Ms. Holley and Dr. Ojemann from the 1940s.  This 

is not surprising, as my primary source base showed that not much changed between the 

1940s and the 1960s, and the prevailing expert theory was still that children should be 

allowed to make their own buying decisions.  However, regardless of theory, in practice 

she found herself undermining and not fully trusting her own opinion or the expert 

advice.  This mother’s behavior was, in fact, representative of the behavior of most 

mothers in my research sample who did not consistently let their children make their own 

buying decisions, even as they professed their belief that children should be allowed to do 

so. 

Perhaps fathers, though, were slightly more likely to allow their children to make 

uncensored buying decisions, partly because they were, in general, with the children for 

fewer hours each week total, and, on average, had more leeway with money than many 

mothers did.  A president of a textile company in 1965 related to the Wall Street Journal 

that he believed in complete spending freedom for his three sons.  He noted, “‘We don’t 

place any limitations on how the boys can spend their money.’”  He added, “‘If you tell 

them how to spend it, they don’t learn anything from getting the allowance.’”  This father 

continued, “‘Even when they spend the money on something silly and waste it, they 
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learn.’”61  He was firmly in the school of “practice makes perfect” with regard to teaching 

children to make wise buying decisions. 

Worthington admitted to the behavior of censoring her children’s purchases by 

claiming to spare her children’s discomfort in heading off mistakes which she felt could 

be “costly, emotionally and financially.”  Worthington wrote, “How often had I said to 

one of my own children ‘You choose,’ really meaning, ‘but it had better be what I’d 

choose.’”  In a conversation overheard in a department store, the reporter shared that a 

thirteen-year-old daughter gently rebuffed her mother concerning which coat to buy, 

when the mother had previously offered: “Well, Sally, they both look wonderful on you, 

and they cost about the same, so pick the one you like better.”  Sally replied that she 

preferred the plaid coat to the other one.  Her mother insisted, “But, honey, the camel’s 

hair is much more practical.  It'll go with almost everything.” But “Mother [...] you said I 

could decide,” the girl replied, by which time the “enthusiasm and the pleasure were quite 

gone from [her] voice.” 

Worthington conceded that these situations are “all too familiar”62--and in fact, 

such stories were quite common in families’ buying decisions across the country in 1945-

2000,63 regardless of the good intentions of most parents.  Parents and children across the 
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mother tried to renege on her promise.  Laura stated, “I was so mad, I nearly threw a fit 
right in the store.”  “But It’s My Money” And Other Stories, Zillions (August/September 
1995): 16. 
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era under consideration struggled with the gap between theory and practice in this 

matter.  Even as late as 1986, by which year parents and children had been given time to 

adjust to the consumer society, half of the 730 Penny Power readers surveyed on buying 

decisions stated that they needed a parent’s permission to spend their own money.  Some 

stated that they did not mind asking permission; Abby said, “‘My mother has a better 

sense of what will last,’” and Gary said, “‘My parents are teaching me the right way to 

spend.’”  Other youth interviewed were much more frustrated with the situation.  Jeffrey 

stated, “‘I think I should make my own decisions about my spending money [...] if I make 

mistakes, I can learn from them.’”64 

An annoyed shopper wrote in to a consumer magazine in 1998 regarding this 

issue, that his mother would not let him buy clothes that he had picked out, and youth 

wrote back with their feedback, which spanned the spectrum from resisting parental 

input, to just dealing with it.  Corey Fredendall of Port Huron, Michigan, submitted that 

the reader had to “prove to your mom that you are an individual.”  Eleven-year-old 

Colleen McCullagh [sic] of New York, New York, recommended, “try to explain to your 

mom why you want them [the clothes].”  Amanda Wood, 11, of Veazie, Maine, warned, 

“do a test to see if the name-brand products hold up any better than things that aren’t 

name-brand;” she felt that, depending on the product, name-brand is not necessarily 

better.  Lastly, 9-year-old Laura Lysaght of Bristol, Connecticut, offered the path of least 

resistance and worried that the question came from a reader who was trying too hard at 
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school to fit in, “It doesn't matter what you wear.  Just be yourself.”65  Yet despite the 

frustrations of the reader who wrote in, the same consumer magazine issued a poll in 

1998: “Do your parents have too much control over how you spend your money?” and 

the responses were: 31 percent “yes,” and 69 percent “no.”66   

Worthington agreed in theory with Viola Holley of the Christian Science Monitor 

and Dr. Ralph Ojemann of Iowa University that children could only learn lasting lessons 

about money and buying decisions when allowed to make their own choices; yet in 

practice she admitted that she did not follow her own advice and did not consistently 

allow her own children the freedom to decide what to buy.  She recounted the anecdote 

about Sally and the camel’s hair coat--discussed above--to underline that other families 

were similar to hers in this matter, as well. 

Furthermore concerning debates over placing limits on spending money, financial 

planner Elizabeth Lewin, writing in 1981 about influencing a child’s buying decisions, 

stated: “There’s a very fine line between advice and control.”  Her advice essentially 

echoed the advice of most experts and parents discussed above.  Yet ultimately she 

recommended that parents focus on advice and not on control, no matter how tempting 

the latter may be.  She continued that parents must allow for some “imperfect” decisions 

on the part of their children as part of the learning process, stating: “You can advise and 

the kid’s going to go off and take that extra dollar and absolutely splurge and make a 

                                                 
65 “Tough Questions,” Zillions (November/December 1998): 19. 
66 “Opinion Poll” in “What Kids Buy,” Zillions (January/February 1998): 15. 



60 
 

mistake, but that’s how they learn.  So think of it as a learning lesson.”67  Across 1945-

2000, the expert advice remained essentially unchanged, that parents should not dictate 

their children’s buying decisions. 

Conclusion 

We have seen in this section, and we will continue to see in the next section, how 

popularizers spent a good deal of time in 1945 to 2000 advising parents how to instill 

responsible budgeting and buying habits in their children.  The parenting experts’ and 

commentators’ primary attentions and concerns about severely overspending were 

focused upon teenagers, who were most often shopping for clothing and shoes, although 

there were discussions of responsible shopping and spending with regard to younger 

children as well, who were most often shopping for candy, toys, and small consumer 

goods in grocery stores and toy stores.   

Parents in turn seem to have largely agreed with the main guidelines set by 

experts, or at least were informed and encouraged by these parameters, though they had 

to experiment in how exactly to teach money sense to their children and to try to refine 

their children’s financial literacy.  Additionally, we have seen above that sometimes 

parents agreed with experts in theory, yet had a hard time, in practice, putting expert 

recommendations consistently into effect, especially the expert advice to fully let children 

make their own buying decisions all of the time.   

Concerning opinions on buying decisions, parents and experts were much more in 

agreement than on other parenting issues, such as gift giving.  This alignment was clear 
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from 1945-2000--except for on certain issues, such as the transparency of family 

finances.  Experts and parents disagreed on matters of transparency, with experts 

spending 55 years telling parents that children should be fully current and kept informed 

with regard to family financial matters, and most parents68 spending 55 years 

disregarding the experts’ advice. 

 
II. Confronting Specific Issues Within Consumerism: Key Challenges in Guiding 

Consumerism 

 
Responsible Buying and Spending by Preschoolers and Elementary-Schoolers  

While we have seen above that on matters of “Responsible Finances,” there was a 

great deal of consensus between experts and parents as to what children should ideally be 

taught and how they should aim to behave regarding money, we will see below in 

“Responsible Buying and Spending” that this was not necessarily the case.  We will be 

exploring several particular categories where agreement was more likely to break 

down.  Regarding “Responsible Finances,” children, for their part, did not always contest 

the principles behind the lessons offered by parents and experts, although they were not 

necessarily consistently successful in putting these teachings into effect, either.  After 

laying a foundation of basic financial literacy (or attempting to impart this knowledge), 

then many parents claimed that their goal was to let their children embark upon buying 

decisions on their own, with only minimal parental oversight.  As we have seen above, 
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though, many parents were actually quite controlling of their children’s buying decisions, 

even as they claimed that they were trying to avoid precisely that parenting behavior. 

Presumably, parents sought to control their children’s spending because they were 

worried that their children--especially their young children--would develop habits that 

were unacceptable to parents,69 particularly as the years passed and stores learned to 

make displays increasingly appealing and alluring.  Few parents were dealing with 

children who were as discerning and canny as 10-year-old Eliza in 1998, who told a 

reporter, without any sense of irony, “‘When I see a display, I say to myself that they are 

just trying to pull money out of my pockets.’”70 

The four main subsections of this section of the chapter are: the “gimmes” for 

younger children; a phenomenon similar to the “gimmes” for mature children--mostly 

with regard to clothing and shoes; matters of teaching responsible shopping and store 

etiquette; and the concept of the wish list as a way to cope with escalating children's 

consumerism.  These four sections are connected in that the first two sections explicitly 

concern children’s acquisitiveness, the third section covers what happens when 

acquisitive children enter a store, and the final section addresses a common coping 

mechanism for acquisitiveness.  In all four categories, children’s efforts to push the 

                                                 
69 Parents tended to privilege different purposes for purchases than did children, and 
tended to emphasize long-term over short-term goals.  For instance, a child might have 
bought a cheap toy because it seemed fun, or purchased a bag of candy because it seemed 
delicious and offered immediate gratification.  However, a parent may have disliked the 
cheap toy because it would have contributed to clutter around the house, and may have 
disliked the candy because it was not nutritious and would not keep hunger pangs sated 
for very long, and the parent had hoped for the child to generally adhere to healthful 
eating habits.  
70 “The Antidote to Shopper-Itis,” Zillions (November/December 1998): 18. 
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boundaries played a major role in parental concessions, even when, in principle, expert 

recommendations might have seemed a wiser choice than following children’s leads. 

 Much of this section will concern problems encountered with young children, 

centering around issues of the “gimmes,” a concept elaborated and represented in this 

research data as times when preschool- and elementary-school-aged children requested 

and demanded consumer goods and candy or food treats which parents were reluctant to 

buy, and this resulted in pressure from the kids and anxiety within the parents over 

buying decisions.  Views on the “gimmes” were often based on issues of levels of 

indulgence from the parents, and parents’ views on instant gratification.  In each case, a 

parent’s decisions were based mostly on the child’s age, the amount of time the parent 

had budgeted for the shopping trip, the amount of parental patience remaining, the 

number of treats the child has already had that week, and often, the price of the item and 

the atmosphere fostered by the employees and other shoppers in the store.  If the item 

was inexpensive, if the tantrum was particularly loud or embarrassing, or if the parent felt 

too keenly the glares from other customers, then the parent was likely to give in to his or 

her child’s bout with the “gimmes.”  

Giving in to the “gimmes,” of course, was not conducive to teaching children 

about wise buying and spending, which was a major facet of parenting as 1945-2000 

progressed.  Experts, when they commented on the issue, were not particularly 

sympathetic to the whims of young children.  Sharon Epel, writing in 1990 as assistant 

editor of Parents magazine, corroborated the importance of teaching children about 

responsible buying and spending, and insisted that “teaching children how to spend 
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money wisely isn’t that difficult and always pays off.” 71  She believed that “even children 

who can’t yet count their change are able to exercise their buying power and learn 

firsthand about the satisfactions and disappointments of the marketplace.”72  Parents did 

not necessarily disagree with experts in principle in this subject area--this was not an area 

of fundamental dispute, unlike the divergence over family financial discussions and 

matters of transparency.  Yet, actual experience revealed many occasions when parents 

could not put their own best intentions into practice. 

Essentially, the “gimmes” represented the opposite of a wise buying decision, as a 

wise buying decision was well-thought-out, reasoned, and reasonable, whereas a child 

having the “gimmes” meant that the decision to buy was impulsive, unplanned, and 

unreasonable--and often, rather a desperate act on the part of the parent, with a parent-

child role-reversal as to who was in control of the situation.  For young children, the 

“gimmes” represented a predicament, which they experienced before they could fully 

understand the lessons about buying decisions and family economics, and often before 

they were given consistent spending money of their own.  Parents tried to suggest wise 

limits on children's spending by demonstrating good budgeting decisions, money 

management, and not giving in to the gimmes.  With younger children, under age 6, 

parents and experts believed in laying a basic sense of consumer education to rely on 

when in stores and shopping, and to tried to assure a child’s gradual understanding that 

buying decisions had to be carefully made. 

                                                 
71 Sharon Epel, “Raising a Savvy Shopper,” 110, In Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The 
‘Gimmes,’” Parents (October 1990):  108-113. 
72 Sharon Epel, “Raising a Savvy Shopper,” 110. 
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Children in a consumer age had to learn to mediate between their desires and the 

reality of the family pocketbook--although this was, of course, not the only parental 

reason to refuse certain purchases.  Children had to reconcile their wishes with the idea 

that they would not be able to purchase all of the consumer goods they would 

like.  Ideally, parents were starting young children on a journey toward a lifetime of 

making educated, well-planned buying decisions. 

The gimmes were about money, money relates to family finances, and family 

budgets necessarily incorporated, and limited, workable buying decisions that were 

endorsed by the parents and needed to be embraced, as much as possible, by 

children.  The “gimmes” were an important phenomena to examine as they encapsulated 

some of the tensions that could arise when parents and children disagreed as to buying 

decisions, and could highlight our main research question of just how exactly rising 

children’s consumerism affected the project of parenting in a consumer age--one effect, 

of course, was that parent-child relations were generally more contentious (or children 

felt freer to express contentious feelings than in previous eras) around issues of buying as 

the second half of the twentieth century progressed. 

The “Gimmes,” Rewards, and Bribes  

With the younger set of children, who had not yet entered grade school, parents 

and other adults at times made all the buying decisions, but often parents tried to involve 

the children and made buying decisions together.  A parent might have set the total for an 

expenditure, or delineated certain items as off-limits, or have set parameters but 
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ultimately left the choice of the item up to the child—telling the child that he could 

choose one toy or one candy item, but not two items, for example.   

Louise Bates Ames, Ph.D., associate director of the Gesell Institute of Child 

Development in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1990, added to the consistent body of 

advice for parents, echoing much of expert opinion across 1945-2000, “‘A child who is 

used to getting everything he wants is going to strongly resist any attempts the parent 

makes to be less compliant…the time to buy your child a treat is” not when the child had 

the “gimmes” but rather “when you decide you would like to do so.’”73  Coping skills for 

dealing with children—at least very young children, under the age of 6—who were 

dealing with bouts of the “gimmes” included not taking children to stores in the first 

place, yet there were steps to take if one had to take a child in a store, such as a grocery 

store.  Freelance writer Lynn Schnurnberger in 1990 advised that if a child came on a 

shopping trip parents should: set out clearly before entering the store exactly what was 

going to be purchased and why, and state that items not on the shopping list would not be 

purchased.74 

Of course, financial imperatives did not often match with emotional imperatives, 

for parents or for children.  Younger children’s emotions came to the fore when the 

gimmes were confronted on an accompanied shopping trip, as the principal purchaser of 

the family--the parent who took the child to the store--was on hand and could be seen by 

the child as a potential benefactor.  Two-and-a-half year old Keary’s response to being in 

the toy department in 1990 mirrored the responses of children under 6 in toy stores and 

                                                 
73 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” Parents (October 1990):110. 
74 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” 112. 
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toy departments from 1945-2000.  Her mother, Diana, recounted to Parents magazine in 

1990 that Keary completely lost control of her feelings in the toy area, telling a reporter 

that Keary wailed as loud as she could “Me want it! Me want it!” repeatedly after seeing 

a large stuffed toy dog for sale.  Diana was perturbed by the incident, not just from the 

girl’s poor behavior, and the filthy looks from other customers, but also from what 

appeared to be her greed: “I had already bought her a book and a record” earlier that day, 

Diana explained, “but instead of being happy with what she had, she just worked herself 

into a fit when she couldn’t have more.”  Adding, “I was embarrassed because the other 

shoppers probably thought I was this ogre, and I was annoyed with Keary, who sounded 

greedy and ungrateful.”  In such a consumerist age, Diana, interviewed in 1990, said that 

she despaired at ever successfully teaching her daughter a “sense of values” and 

discouraging the “gimmes.”75 

Solving the gimmes with a bribe or what could be viewed by the child as a reward 

for bad behavior further complicated issues around buying decisions--and potentially 

undermined parental attempts to teach wise buying decisions.  Often, the young age of 

the undiscerning shopper immaturely translated any trip into a chance for a jubilant 

outing, in which a child’s choices of toys and candy seemed, to the child, to be purchases 

which were just as reasonable and justifiable as products the adults bought.   

Financial advisor, mother, and author Neale Godfrey, a writer most active in the 

1980s and 1990s, felt that parents needed to make a conscious effort to teach children the 

value of money and not just hope or assume that children would absorb financial lessons 

                                                 
75 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” Parents (October 1990):108-113. 
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from parents’ actions.  She stated that the messages sent to children about money needed 

to be clear, explicit, deliberate, and consistent.  Every time a parent went shopping for 

food or consumer goods, the parent should discuss prices and the budget, and even make 

the trip into a game in which the child is given a list of things to buy and money to pay 

for the items (more money and more items as the child is older), and told to try to 

purchase all of the listed items without using all of the money.  Godfrey then 

recommended that the child be told that whatever money was left over was what he had 

managed to save by being a smart shopper (for example, by selecting generic items or 

items that were on sale), and that he was welcome to keep that money and spent it on a 

small treat, such as candy, for himself.76 

In contrast to kids openly showing their bouts with the gimmes, was five-year-old 

Sara, who walked around a tourist shop in California on her family vacation in 1990, 

repeating of the souvenir items, “That’s too ‘spensive, that’s too ‘spensive,” talking 

herself out of wanting the items even before she could ask her mom for them.  Her 

mother related that the cashier in the store “glared at me,” but shared that she was proud 

her daughter made careful buying decisions, claiming “she’s already starting to become a 

good shopper and has learned something about the value of things.”77 

Illustrative of childrearing advice on the gimmes from 1945-2000 were the 

concerns of parents who feared that their children were becoming greedy or that their 

children were beginning to perceive that their parents were making attempts at “buying 

their love.”  An article in this vein which perceptively analyzed the forces at play, and 

                                                 
76 Neale Godfrey in Gail Hudson, “Money Fights,” Parents (February 1992): 82. 
77 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” Parents (October 1990): 113. 
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which was emblematic of much of the parenting literature encountered in this study, was 

the piece “Curing the ‘Gimmes’” of 1990 by Lynn Schnurnberger.78  Schnurnberger 

espoused the mainstream view of parents and childrearing experts when she advocated 

for a moderate approach to consumerism, stating that parents should not reject children’s 

consumerism outright but should place parameters on this consumerism.79  Although it 

was tempting to give in to demands for consumer goods, parents ran a genuine risk of 

eventually creating little dictators when they allowed young children to force them to buy 

goods, often in the form of a bribe, because the child had the gimmes. 

According to experts, and the parents who followed them on these matters, there 

was a very clear difference between the context and effects of a “reward” as opposed to a 

“bribe.”  A “reward” was described consistently in the primary sources across 1945-2000 

as an unexpected treat offered after the fact to reinforce good behavior, and as a treat that 

had not been previously offered or requested.  A “bribe,” however, was viewed very 

differently by experts and (in principle) by most parents in this same period.  A “bribe” 

was noted as potentially very harmful for the parent-child relationship, and was 

distinguished from a gift primarily by being offered before an event in exchange for a 

promise of desired behavior in the future.  When offered “to placate a belligerent child”80 

a bribe had even more inappropriate effects—as Louise Bates Ames, stated regarding this 

type of bribe, “‘The problem is that a bribe rewards bad behavior […] and nothing 

                                                 
78 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” Parents (October 1990): 108-113. 
79 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” 110. 
80 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” 112. 
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succeeds like success—the child will try to exact a bribe from you again.’”81  In a sense 

the parent was training the child to act up, and receive a gift.  The parent was also 

reversing the parent-child dynamic, and instead of the parent being in charge, the child 

was in charge of the situation. 

In conclusion, we have seen above regarding the gimmes that this was one area in 

which parents and experts consistently disagreed, with experts spending 1945-2000 

insisting that parents not give in to the gimmes, and yet parents, in turn, invariably giving 

in to their children.  Or, depending on the family, this may have been an arena in which 

parents agreed with the experts in principle but found it difficult to live up to their advice 

in practice.  In many cases, experts laid down principles, which would have been perfect 

in an ideal situation, whereas parents had to make moment-to-moment decisions in less-

than-ideal circumstances.  These parental decisions were more complicated and 

situational than any expert recommendation could have accounted for. 

However, there was evidence in the historical record for some slight variation in 

parental practice, which was most noticeable beginning about 1990.  By about 1990 there 

was more parent pushback on children having the gimmes for a variety of reasons 

including parents feeling the pocketbook pinch, and parents who were disillusioned with 

kids who seemed overly consumerist or “spoiled,” partly because kids had more 

disposable income than in any previous decade of this study.  Many of these middle-class 

parents took steps to fight their resentment and regain a sense of control over the 

situation. 
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Beverly Yost was a mother of four in Pasadena, California, in 1992, and told a 

reporter that she had recently begun to be stricter with her children, partly because she 

felt they were beginning to challenge her all the time, including about consumer 

choices.  Although it was not previously her parenting philosophy to make her kids into 

“followers,” she decided that “‘a certain amount of compliance is not going to hurt 

them,’” realizing that in order to fit in with society, to a certain extent, “‘we all have to 

learn to conform.’”  Although she stated that she was trying to raise children who were 

thoughtful, inquisitive, and creative, and did not “take orders” from others, she decided 

that in cases where her kids were requesting consumer goods which she simply could not 

afford, or with which she did not agree, then they would have to be “conformist” in the 

sense of abiding by the rules of the majority society, which stated that children should do 

as a parent said, and not question him or her.82 

Another mother, named Kimberly Francis, stated that since she had entered the 

nineties and her finances were a bit tight, she made a point of always staying in the store 

with her daughter as long as it took to convey to her that she would not get what she 

wanted by having an attack of the gimmes, no matter how embarrassing it was for her 

mother.  Francis admitted to journalist Lynn Smith, “‘Many a time I stood in an aisle of a 

store and let my daughter have a tantrum.  It was only proving to her that she would not 

get her way.’”  One day she waited in a drugstore for ten full minutes while her daughter 

screamed, as the onlookers gave her filthy looks.  Still, this mother would not be deterred, 
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would not buy the item, and would not leave the store until her child stopped screaming; 

as she told the reporter, “‘I was willing to stay as long as I could.’”83 

These two mothers were representative of middle-class parents of the 1990s who 

decided to give more pushback on their children’s consumer choices than in previous 

decades.  This was not just owing to concerns about parents’ pocketbooks, but also, as 

discussed in the “Gifts and Guilt” chapter, in the 1990s many parents came to try to reject 

the guilt they had been feeling for working long hours.  They also began to take issue, 

more than ever before, at what they regarded as increasingly aggressive tactics for 

marketing to children and seemingly omnipresent ad campaigns for certain children’s 

consumer goods, as well as the sheer scale and scope of consumer products available for 

children.  These factors were discussed by scholars such as Juliet Schor, in her book, 

Born to Buy.84  In fact, by the 1990s, middle-class parents protested certain styles of 

advertising and marketing to children, as never before in the study, as discussed in the 

“Gifts and Guilt” chapter. 

Responsible Buying by Middle- and High-Schoolers  

Next we will move on to our discussion of buying and spending by middle- and 

high-school children, in which we will see that the parent-child dynamic was not often 

reversed--as it was with the “gimmes,” detailed above--yet just because the children in 

this next section were much older than in the preceding one (children in the “gimmes” 

section were preschool- and elementary-school-aged), did not mean that they did not pose 
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a significant parenting problem with all of their requests for consumer goods.  In fact, 

these older children--middle- and high-schoolers--could be just as insistent and just as 

difficult for their parents as the younger kids, and often, their consumer desires were 

much pricier than those of the younger kids, as well.  A main purpose of this section 

below is to add to our historical portrait of the challenges facing parents across 1945-

2000 to modify and regulate children’s consumerism.  In the section below, we will 

address middle- and high-schoolers, to add to our data from above, on preschoolers and 

elementary schoolers.  We will see below, that these older children essentially displayed 

an older-kids’ version of the gimmes, although the parental reactions to their older 

children’s demands differed compared with parental responses to younger children. 

Namely, while parents responded to younger children with the gimmes mostly 

due to concerns to keep the child ostensibly happy and to avoid upsetting other shoppers, 

parents reacted to older children much more out of a concern that the child fit in at 

school.  With middle- and high-schoolers, there were elements of the gimmes, but other 

factors were at work, as well.  Although unlike younger children, older children, of 

course, did not resort to screaming, throwing things, and pitching a tantrum, most older 

children were, nonetheless, quite skillful at manipulating their parents.  Most often kids 

manipulated a purchase by claiming that there was a higher purpose for the items they 

requested: not only did they want them, but without them, they reasoned, they simply 

would not fit in with the “right” crowd at school, with the strong implication that this 

would adversely affect school performance and academic success. 
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Here too, experts and parents agreed in theory, and yet some parents struggled at 

times to successfully put theory into practice.  Whereas the greatest disconnect between 

theory and practice, and between experts and parents, for “Responsible Buying and 

Spending by Young Children,” occurred in instances of the “gimmes,” we will see below 

that the greatest disconnect for “Responsible Buying and Spending for Older Children” 

occurred in cases of shopping for clothing and shoes, in which parents had set a budget, 

yet did not often succeed in having pre-teens and teens adhere to this budget--parents 

often stated that certain clothing or shoe purchases were much too expensive, in the 

parent’s mind, yet they ultimately allowed the purchase.   

For buying decisions, there was a great contrast between older children (11 and 

up) and younger children (under 11).  Younger children generally were accompanied on 

all of their shopping trips, and many had embarked on a given trip without much of their 

own money or without an accurate understanding of money and exchange.  Whereas by 

age 11 and up, children were not always accompanied, were issued increased amounts of 

allowance money, and were experienced in dealing with money.  Children by this age had 

somewhat learned and experienced the potential disappointments of consumerism and 

purchasing decisions.  These middle- and high-schoolers better understood the family 

budget, and their personal budget, if they had one, and may have been more competent 

with money, as they had more encounters with money matters and had experienced more 

chances to practice responsible buying. 
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 Clothing Purchases and Services 

When spending family money, middle-school and high-school children’s buying 

decisions from 1945 to 2000 varied according to what types of purchases children were 

being asked to explain and limit--particularly whenever the category of purchase was 

social outings, or clothing.  Whether they listened to parental warnings to budget properly 

depended primarily on how exactly they were being asked to spend less.  A pattern was 

revealed by the data that when parents asked children to spend less on clothes, the 

children’s behaviors were slow to change, unless the youth were given total 

independence in spending all sartorial funds; however, children’s--generally teenagers’--

behavior was quick to change when asked to spend less on social outings and dates.  This 

arrangement could reflect teenagers’ holding on to old conceptions from their childhood, 

in which they felt that parents were responsible for housing, clothing, and schooling 

decisions and costs, or an assumption that clothing and shoes were a necessity in a way 

that social outings and dates were not.   

Mrs. E.P. wrote in to Parents magazine in 1948 that her daughter, who was a 

junior in high school, did not keep her clothes looking presentable or take responsibility 

for getting her garments mended and laundered.85  The mother decided that if her 

daughter herself did not become responsible for these tasks, then she would not have any 

clean clothes to wear.  Mrs. E.P. made it clear that costs for upkeep of clothes would start 

to come from her daughter’s own allowance.  As soon as her daughter was spending her 

own money—rather than family money—she spot-cleaned her clothes more often, rather 
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than sending them to be laundered right away, and learned to do all her own ironing and 

clothes shopping.  The daughter recounted that she wanted to pick items that would last 

through many washes.86 

Mrs. E.P wrote that while the lessons in responsibility and independence were 

important in their own right, this exercise in wise consumerism taught her daughter to be 

circumspect with money, and had prepared her for living away from home when she left 

for college after senior year.  The buying decisions and choices that Mrs. E.P. and her 

daughter experienced describe the theme, prevalent throughout 1945-2000, that indeed 

children were more conscientious with their own money as opposed to family money, and 

that they were more careful with money when their parents indicated that they trusted 

them and their judgment and did not act suspicious of their children’s choices and 

decision-making skills.87   

How did parents and children approach the task of being careful with money, and 

what were the similarities and differences, incentives and reasons for children’s and 

adults’ resolutions to questions of family finances?  

It may have been true that, historically, adults were more careful with money 

when there was close supervision.  Yet this was not necessarily true of children.  It 

appeared that children in this instance were not just smaller versions of adults, and in fact 

                                                 
86 “Childhood Problems/Teen-Age Problems” Parents (August 1948): 45. 
87 A conscientious high-school senior in 1997 told a reporter, “My parents used to give 
me $20, and I’d spend it without thinking much about what I was buying.  Now that I’m 
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May Have to Learn Some Hard Lessons First,” Christian Science Monitor (22 December 
1997): 15. 
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there was an entirely different understanding at work for the child, with children’s 

spending, as opposed to within the adult, concerning adult spending.  A large part of the 

dynamic with people under 18, as opposed to over 18, may have been that children were 

proud to be trusted with money by adults and endeavored to repay that trust by being 

careful with money.  

Representative of 1945-2000 were accounts in which parents related their success 

when they transferred buying decisions concerning clothing from the parents to the 

children—and this was most likely to occur with children who were teenagers, as many 

parents had become exasperated with choosing clothing on behalf of teenagers, which 

was both pleasing to the teens and stayed within the family budget.88  

Middle-class mom Helen Aves recounted in 1948 how she and her husband in an 

act of desperation and in order to stop the complaining and the constant incidents of lost 

clothing and outerwear, decided to turn over buying decisions for clothing and shoes 

completely to their children, aged 13, 14, and 16.89  Aves remarked that the decision was 

primarily brought about by her desire to temper the children’s rampant consumerism, as 

prior to the new financial arrangement: “keeping up with the Joneses was a high 

ambition.”  She also wanted to address what she viewed as the children’s obsession with 

one-upmanship: “my husband and I felt that such concern with the game of out-dressing 

                                                 
88 See, for example, the case of 13-year-old Laura and her exasperated mother, from 
1995.  After what she felt were countless shopping trips in which Laura and her mother 
could not agree on how to spend the money budgeted, and after deciding that Laura was 
finally a teenager, Laura’s mother turned over all buying decisions regarding clothing and 
shoes to her daughter, a decision with which she was ultimately pleased.  “But It’s My 
Money” And Other Stories, Zillions (August/September 1995): 16.  
89 Helen W. Aves, “Budgets for the Teens,” 29. 



78 
 

one’s classmates was not a healthy one for any teen-ager.”90  In my primary sources, it 

was clear that parents becoming disillusioned with youth consumer culture did not 

happen all of a sudden in 1990, as we will discuss later in the chapter, yet rather was 

gradual across 1945-1990, but then the rate of change accelerated beginning in the final 

decade of the study, 1990-2000.  These parents in 1948 showed us hints of what was to 

become increasingly prevalent among middle-class parents as the era under study 

progressed--being exasperated with their children’s growing consumerism.  

Her secondary motivation was concern for the family checkbook and to attempt to 

stop “the constant pleading for new clothes that went on around our house.”91  Thus even 

this early in the period under consideration, we see evidence of what later theorists like 

Juliet Schor referred to as “pester power”—the seemingly incessant (to parents) begging, 

pleading, badgering, and pestering from children clamoring for more and better consumer 

goods.92 

Helen Aves explained to her children her concerns for limiting family spending, 

and her impression that the children individually could do a better job at selecting 

clothing for themselves than she had been doing by buying on behalf of all three 

children.  In this way she was investing her children with more autonomy and agency and 

so based on the other years in this study one would expect the children to be more careful 

with money than before—and overall, this is ultimately what happened.  Aves and her 

husband decided they would allow the children $160 a year each (in 1948 dollars, 
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disbursed as $40 to each child, once every three months)93 for all clothing purchases to 

include underwear and outerwear except for one winter coat each year whose cost would 

be covered by the parents.94  Mother and father came to the conclusion that this rather 

large sum was in fact less than they had been spending on each child per year prior to the 

new arrangement.   

The Aves children were to make their own buying decisions with the exception of 

a few small rules or parameters.95  The initial experiment in independent budgeting and 

buying, witnessed each of the three Aves children becoming spendthrifts: “the sky was 

the limit—and don’t think they didn’t fly right up there the very first week after this new 

arrangement […] in fact, they went out and spent the money like little drunken 

sailors.”96  By the end of the first month, each of the three children had spent all of his or 

her money ($40 each), which was supposed to last three months.    

Aves reported that she saw an immediate change in buying habits, after that initial 

misstep of the overspending of the first month—as requiring her children to adhere to the 

agreed-upon budget had the effect of eventually making them more discerning 

shoppers.  In the second three-month period of the new financial arrangements, the Aves’ 

girls learned that one $3 sweater was better than two sweaters for $1.50 each because the 

                                                 
93 This would amount to $1,593.41 in 2016 dollars per year for each child, which was 
disbursed as $398.35 in 2016 dollars to each child, once every three months.  Source for 
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95 Helen W. Aves, “Budgets for the Teens,” 29.  Parameters included minor provisions 
such as the idea that the children were not to skimp on replacing worn socks and 
underwear in order to save money. 
96 Helen W. Aves, “Budgets for the Teens,” 29.  
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cheaper sweaters quickly appeared worn out, while the slightly pricier sweater stayed 

looking new longer.  Mrs. Aves’ son very quickly learned not to buy blazers that did not 

match at least one pair of slacks he already owned.97 

Mrs. Aves concluded that her decision to allow her children to decide how to 

spend funds on clothing was a successful parenting move: “In the past six months we 

have heard not one gripe about ‘what the other kids get,’” compared to the whining they 

heard before the new clothing arrangement.  This mother added, “Our three understand 

that they are getting what we can afford to give them, and that how they spend it, and 

how they look on what they spend, is up to them.”98  

However, most families in the era did not do as the Aves family did and turn over 

all buying decisions on clothing and shoes to the kids.  This meant that most families 

across 1945-2000 in theory agreed with experts’ recommendations to limit purchases of 

clothing and shoes, but in practice many parents gave in for certain items, especially at 

the holidays and for special occasions such as prom.  Mother-of-five Mrs. Janes of 

Kansas City, Kansas, who went Christmas shopping with her kids in 1991, was typical of 

my data set in her insistence--in theory--on a budget when Christmas shopping with her 

teen, and yet the way in which she ultimately let her daughter have the over-priced item 

which caught her eye was also typical of many parents in my research sample.  Mrs. 

Janes had stated before the shopping trip that she wanted to keep the expenditures down 

to about $100 per child, so when her teen daughter Julie “fell in love with a pair of $100 

cowboy boots,” Mrs. Janes stated, “‘I tried talking her out of them,’” but ultimately she 
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caved: “‘she just had to have them.’”  Later in the shopping trip, this mother also let that 

same daughter pick out a pair of earrings and a $37 sweatshirt, thus going significantly 

over the Christmas budget.99  

Dates and Other Social Outings 

Decisions regarding paying for dates and other social outings for teenaged 

couples were left to the discretion of the youth—until such time as these expenditures 

became too great for the family budget.  At this point, parents often stepped in to rein in 

spending in general, but not to specify how exactly the funds were to be spent, or parents 

told the youth that he or she would have to spend his or her own funds from that point on, 

rather than money from the family pot.    

Mrs. E.J. from Massachusetts shared with Parents in 1946 the financial 

conundrum that arose when her high-school son came to the age where he was taking 

girls on dates frequently.  Mrs. E.J. characterized her family as one of “moderate 

circumstances.”100  She explained to her son Buddy that when he began taking girls out 

frequently for dinner and dancing, buying them corsages, and paying for taxi fare, the 

family budget could not withstand the expenditures, and she dictated that Buddy apply 

for an after-school job to cover his expenses.  As early as 1946, then, we see evidence of 

parents becoming disillusioned with their children’s growing engagement with the 

consumer society, and parents become increasingly dissatisfied across 1945-1990; yet 
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parents would become very frustrated with the scope and scale of children’s consumerism 

by the final decade of this study, 1990-2000, as we will read later. 

Buddy obtained a job, seemed to like it, and “was soon earning a respectable 

sum.”  She told him he needed to use this earned money for his dates, rather than the 

family money he had previously been spending.  Mrs. E.J. shared her reaction to her 

son’s changed ways: “Curiously enough, I noticed he saved most of his money and 

splurged much less often.”101  Primarily, he shifted from leisure time pursuits of dinner, 

dancing, corsages for the girls, and taxis to and from the venues, to less expensive dates, 

such as walking around downtown and going for sodas and milkshakes.  

Mrs. E.J. continued, “When I asked him about this [budget] he grinned and said 

‘When a guy earns his own dough he doesn’t toss it away without looking it 

over.’”102  Buddy’s reformed buying decisions reflected the interplay between parents, 

children, and experts’ advice, and showed a youth’s responsible reactions to being 

informed about stresses on the family budget, and to getting an after-school job to cover 

the costs of his dates and leisure outings. 

Big Ticket Items 

Turning to another aspect of family finances and teaching children budgeting, 

parenting analysts and commentators were consistent in their advice to parents from 

1945-2000 about requests from their children for very expensive items.  Experts 

prescribed that a parent suggest a lower-priced item, suggest that the child take on extra 
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jobs to earn money for the large purchase, or offer to pay only part of the cost with 

parental money. 

Children throughout the time period under consideration used a variety of 

methods to try to save for part or all of the cost of a big ticket item.  For instance, Carolyn 

wrote into a magazine in 1991 that she found saving for a stereo too difficult, so she 

opened a savings account, “I tried saving at home but kept spending the money.  Then I 

put it in the bank so it’d be harder to get to.”  She found that six months later, she had 

saved enough for her stereo.  Another reader, Matt, also in the 1990s, volunteered that he 

felt he had only been able to purchase his new bike because he had opened a savings 

account, and that had prevented him from taking money out of his piggy bank.  Lastly, a 

young man named Jared submitted in 1991 that he felt a savings account was 

instrumental in saving for a Nintendo, and that had he kept the money in a bank in his 

room, he would not have been able to save for his big ticket item, but rather with the 

savings account “he learned to quit buying little stuff” and to focus instead on his one 

large goal.103   

Financial adviser Neale Godfrey recommended in 1992 that when a child asked 

for a high-priced item, the parent suggest that he would pay for a similar item for a lower 

price such as the generic version—and that the parent should state clearly to the child the 

exact price he was willing to pay.  If the child still wanted that specific item, such as a 

name-brand item, then the child would have to do additional chores or take on jobs in the 

neighborhood to cover the difference in cost between the item’s price and their parent’s 
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budget.104  This arrangement appeared to be a common compromise measure between 

parents and children during 1945-2000 when the parent did not wish to entirely deny a 

buying decision for an item for which a child is paying at least partly with his own funds, 

and endeavored to invest the child with more agency regarding the buying decision, yet at 

the same time did not wish to spend more than a specified amount of money which was 

within his parental budget. 

When Peter wanted expensive sneakers in 1993, and his mother did not agree, he 

was frustrated.  He realized that his mom was willing to spend only a certain amount on 

clothes and shoes and that “if I got expensive sneakers, I couldn’t get other things I 

needed.”105  He volunteered to pay part of the cost for the shoes, and his mom 

relented.  In fact, this was quite a common compromise measure across 1945-2000.  One 

mom in 1993 admitted that when a child contributed to the price of an item, not only did 

that help her bottom line, but it also helped her feel reassured that the child really liked 

the item and would wear or use it a lot, which was important for a big ticket item.  She 

stated: “‘My son’s willingness to use his money gives me a clue as to how much he wants 

something.’”106 

Zillions magazine throughout the 1990s recommended that kids take on extra 

chores or offer to divide the cost of a big ticket item with parents.  The magazine also 

interviewed kids throughout the decade about their saving and buying habits, and most 

children were content with the extra chores or cost-sharing option.  Zillions reader Katy 
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(no last name given) wrote into the February/March 1995 issue about how she was able 

to acquire a big ticket item, “‘When saving for in-line skates, I put money in a box with a 

picture of the skates on it.  I kept a chart of how much I put in the box.  That helped keep 

me from taking money out.’”  Yet, it was not likely that many kids had the luck of alert 

reader Matt, also from 1995, “‘I put leftover lunch money from school in a piggy bank 

and didn’t open it until the end of the year.  I saved $46!’”107 

Of course big ticket items are important to address not just because they sum up 

so many of the issues surrounding the expansion in children’s consumerism in 1945-

2000--in scope and scale, in escalating price of items and in increased number of total 

items purchased each year--but also simply because of their high cost.  Cases such as that 

of John in 1995 recur throughout the time period under consideration.  John wrote in to a 

consumer magazine in 1995 that he wanted a bike that cost $500, but that he only had 

$250; he described to the magazine the method he used to get the bike.  First, he had his 

dad talk to his mom and assure her that John was an accomplished and safe cyclist who 

always wore his helmet.  Then, John had his mom speak with his dad about lending him 

the $250 he needed.  When his dad inquired as to how John would ever pay him back, 

John showed him a list of extra chores and special jobs that neighbors and family 

members had committed to offer him, “for instance, my grandma wanted her porch 

painted.  I did it and she paid me $100.”  John was able to purchase his bike before the 
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price went up, and then reimburse his dad before school started the next year, “I worked 

hard and made the money over the course of one summer.”108  

Also in 1995 and echoing a common consumer good over which parents and 

children clashed--with parents often in disbelief as to what they regarded as the 

exorbitant price of athletic shoes that the popular kids at school wore--Erika shared with a 

journalist that when she needed a new pair of shoes, it almost caused a huge disagreement 

between her and her father.    Erika recounted that they went to a few different stores and 

tried on lots of shoes; she stated that the only pair that fit her properly were $65.  But her 

dad said, “‘I don’t pay that much for my own shoes.  My budget is $50.’”  She visited 

quite a few more stores and found that the shoes there did not fit well.  Erika suggested, 

“Since the shoes were $65, plus $3 tax, I offered to pay the $18 difference [between the 

total cost and her dad’s $50 budget] as soon as we got home.”  Although her father had 

previously pledged never to let any child in his house wear such expensive shoes, “It was 

a long day and we were tired, so he agreed.”  Erika felt that ultimately the victory on this 

big ticket item belonged to her, yet “he still looks at me funny whenever I wear those 

shoes.”109  Thus, as noted earlier, parents had begun to become exasperated with their 

children’s growing consumerism early in the era, but by the 1990s their frustration had 

reached record levels. 

There is always a gulf between theory and practice and it appears that issues of 

buying decisions from 1945-2000 presented no exception, as demonstrated in the history 

of children’s buying decisions.  Next we will continue to address middle and high 
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schoolers--yet this time with a focus on the etiquette, behavior, and emotions expected of 

these children at the store itself, as well as their own criteria for deciding what constituted 

responsible shopping. 

Responsible Shopping Trips by Children Under 18 

The historical record from 1945-2000 showed a remarkable degree of continuity 

with regard to responsible shopping by children (people under 18), evidenced by the 

expert advice given to parents to induce conscientious shopping by children, the attempts 

of parents to ensure measured decisions when children went shopping--whether 

accompanied by an adult or not--, and the responses of children to these efforts by experts 

and parents.  Namely, experts thought parents should offer advice but not come across as 

too controlling; parents thought children should have tried to pick items that appeared 

timeless or classic or seemed to present good value; and children, for their part, were not 

terribly excited to follow expert advice.  However, there were exceptional cases, such as 

those children who wrote in to the experts over the years, and those who contacted the 

youth periodical Penny Power in the 1970s and 1980s (later called Zillions in the 1990s) 

for help in their debates with their parents, for example, asking for assistance in a dispute 

about a mountain bike, a pricey stereo, or an expensive prom dress.  Also, children did 

not necessarily discount the advice of their parents in stores, but they did not consistently 

implement it, either. 

Concerning the issue of responsible shopping by children on shopping trips, a 

piece from 1946 sheds light on the age-old problem of shopping for clothes for and with 

teenagers.  This piece illustrated a trend within data from this study, of many children not 
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soliciting input on buying decisions—including clothing purchases—from the 

accompanying adult.  A contrasting trend of the data, across 1945-2000 from human-

interest stories and reader-submitted content to periodicals regarding shopping trips, 

indicated that some children did solicit advice from the adult accompanying them on the 

shopping trip.  

L.C. from California wrote in to Parents in 1946 that when her sixteen-year-old 

niece Betty came to spend the summer vacation, Betty presented herself as someone who 

was “shy” and “plain.”110  Eventually the aunt decided to do a wash, wave, and set on her 

own hair with hopes that her niece would request the same—which Betty did, with 

pleasing results for both aunt and niece.  Next the aunt helped Betty apply makeup and go 

shopping for new clothes.  L.C.’s expectation was to be included a great deal in Betty’s 

buying decisions, but the aunt was very surprised to not be consulted, stating “I fully 

expected to be an adviser but instead I just tagged along.”111  L.C. continued, “Betty 

knew exactly what she wanted” and “her choices were perfect for an active sixteen-year-

old.”  Unfortunately L.C. did not share whether the purchases were financed by her, by 

Betty, or by Betty’s parents, but she concluded her submission by stating that she was 

certain that Betty was more outgoing and sociable now that she “looked attractive,”112 

adding to the body of evidence from the era under consideration that looking and dressing 

in a way that was approved of by peers was very important for all children’s age groups. 
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Another theme of the data across 1945-2000 regarding responsible shopping was: 

the debate over whether practice really did make perfect, or if mistakes did in fact teach 

wise shopping skills and habits.  Most parents and experts asserted that allowing a child 

to make unwise purchases was initially the best practice for eventually making smart 

decisions.  The parenting theme of 1945-2000 of parents who allowed children to make 

“foolish” purchases in order to allow children to learn certain lessons about wise buying 

decisions, was in contrast to those parents who forbade self-chosen purchases 

altogether.  These experts and parents who felt that a child needed practice most of all--

and who made up the majority of experts and parents--believed one could learn as much, 

if not more, if one was allowed to make a mistake in buying decisions. 

In contrast to the minority of advice writers and parents were the majority of 

experts and parents who felt that children must be allowed to make some early mistakes 

with spending decisions.  Individuals such as Mrs. L.P. from Pennsylvania, writing in 

1948, felt precisely that with regard to buying decisions “practice makes perfect,” and 

that despite some initial, sometimes quite pricey, missteps, the lessons learned from 

unwise purchases ultimately outweighed the money “wasted” on those purchases. 

Mrs. L.P. from Pennsylvania and her twelve-year-old daughter illustrated a family 

who thought that buying decisions must be practiced and that the child must be given a 

chance to grow into a smart shopper by making her own decisions, even if an adult 

accompanied her to the store.113  The daughter, unnamed in the article, had her “heart set” 

on buying a fur-trimmed hat the aesthetic of which, this mother stated, was meant for a 

                                                 
113 “Childhood Problems/Teen-Age Problems,” Parents (January 1948): 28-29. 



90 
 

much older girl.114  The girl offered to pay her mother back in full for the hat with 

installments from her allowance, and pestered her mother so much that she was finally 

allowed to buy the hat against her mother’s best instincts.  After every person to whom 

she proudly showed her new purchase offered “disapproving looks,” the girl realized her 

error and stopped wearing the hat.  The mother was hesitant to continue taking payments 

from the girl’s allowance after her daughter discontinued wearing the hat, but did so 

anyway to ensure that the lesson would not be lost. 

Mrs. L.P. believed that the sobering incident did effect a change in her daughter’s 

buying habits rather quickly.  She noted, “Already she is showing a willingness to 

consider my opinion on the subject of clothes,” and the mother believed that this was 

because “she was given the right to make her own mistakes.”115  It appeared that at least 

with certain children, giving them genuine autonomy in buying decisions and on 

shopping trips may have helped them to feel independent, to feel their opinion was 

valued, and to become more discerning over time. 

Mrs. L.P. felt that she also helped her daughter progress toward better buying 

decisions in the future with her method of positive reinforcement: she wrote that, “I am 

careful to show genuine appreciation when she makes wise choices.”116  By refraining 

from scolding her daughter for unwise purchases (but still requiring the child to pay for 

them), and by offering praise for wise purchases, this reader was able to guide her child 

toward better buying decisions, in a way which was not obtrusive. 

                                                 
114 “Childhood Problems/Teen-Age Problems,” Parents (January 1948): 29. 
115 “Childhood Problems/Teen-Age Problems,” Parents (January 1948): 29. 
116 “Childhood Problems/Teen-Age Problems,” Parents (January 1948): 29. 



91 
 

Author Gladys Relyea was representative of those who asserted that “practice” 

did not, in fact, teach wise shopping habits, and that allowing a child to make “foolish” 

purchases did not teach him or her a lesson, but rather resulted in, quite simply, an 

unwise purchase having been made.  In Gladys Relyea’s 1947 examination of the issue 

“What will a child buy if no grownup advises or limits him?,”117 Relyea made the 

conclusion that whether a child made wise purchases or not was a function of upbringing 

more than personality, temperament, or chances to practice wise consumerism.  She did 

not think that there was much any parent could do to teach children to make reasoned 

choices at the store and become responsible buyers when on a shopping trip.  In this way 

Relyea and others who echoed her opinion, represented the minority view against which 

the majority operated—with the majority being those experts, parents, and children who 

felt that the more opportunities a child was given to practice buying decisions, the more 

likely he was to develop into a person who consistently made wise, responsible buying 

decisions. 

Responsible Shopping by Children: Biographical Study, 1952-1957 

Anecdotes from the teenaged years of Ralph Lauren, an American fashion 

designer, offered a firsthand impression of the buying decisions of youth.  Ralphie 

Lifshitz, later known as Ralph Lauren, was a teenager in the years 1952-1957.  His 

cousin, Slim Storch, was one of his best friends as a child, and recounted the types of 

buying decisions that he and Ralph made as teens.  Slim Storch recalled, “We always 

valued looking good as a way to be more accepted in the world.”  He continued, 
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discussing the types of shopping decisions that he and Ralph engaged in, “We didn't have 

the kind of wardrobe that was automatically seen as private school.” 

Best friend Slim Storch reminisced further about decisions on buying, “We didn’t 

buy things often, and we didn’t buy things that didn’t last.  We looked for durability and 

value.”  Storch remembered that he felt these shopping habits were necessary at the time 

in order to portray oneself at school as not lower-middle-class, “It was something we had 

to do and did.”  He and Ralph looked to what they thought were British precedents, 

writing that the boys were under the impression that British people of the 1940s and 

1950s had traditionally invested more wisely in clothing and made smarter buying 

decisions than Americans in those decades of the consumer age.  Storch and Lifshitz 

decided that, concerning British people, “They didn't have a lot of clothing, but it was 

built to last,” and they decided that upon entering their teen years, they would endeavor 

to follow this approach.118 

In conclusion, not all children--especially middle- and high-schoolers--in 1945-

2000 were as careful as Lifshitz and his cousin, but the primary source data revealed that 

young people were much more conscientious on most of their shopping trips than their 

parents had expected them to be. 

Next we will turn to our final section of the chapter, which addresses a major 

parenting innovation of 1945-2000 which arose in the wake of expanding children’s 

consumerism and greater numbers of requests, and more insistent requests, from 
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children--from very young kids up to teens--for consumer goods: the idea of the fully 

modern wish list as a parenting tool in a consumer age. 

Wish Lists and Historical Attempts to Limit Consumerism with the Concept of 

the Wish List, for Children Under 18 

The concept of stating aloud or writing down things which one was hoping for, of 

course, had a long tradition in American society.  However the specific practice of having 

children write down consumer goods they desired on a list from which they hoped a 

parent would choose future gift selections--mostly for birthday presents and at the 

holidays and other special occasions--rather than children simply receiving what a parent 

had picked out--was a parenting practice that became widespread among the American 

middle class in the 1950s, and had become formalized, codified, and even, in certain parts 

of the country, de rigeur by the 1950s and 1960s, especially in homes that received 

deliveries of toy catalogs and other promotional mailings.119 

Both parents and experts agreed that the wish list was a valuable weapon in the 

arsenal of parenting in a consumer age--but they differed on a few minor points, 

including the fact that experts thought parents should sometimes buy things that were not 

on the list (for example, a gift certificate for summer camp or a family vacation; 

educational items; goods which celebrated the child’s ethnic or religious heritage; or 
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otherwise consumer treats that somehow caught the parent’s eye), but most parents did 

not agree with this approach. 

Much of what was so interesting about the idea of the wish list was the 

implication that the way to limit something potentially negative may have been to allow 

seemingly unlimited thought experiments about this idea, or unlimited thinking about 

these consumer desires.  It appeared that in recommending that a child make a “wish 

list,” parents and experts alike were following almost a “get it out of your system” 

approach with regard to tempering--or at least attempting to cope with--some children’s 

rampant consumerism. 

It made the most sense to end this chapter on Buying Decisions with discussions 

and analysis of Wish Lists because this concept encapsulated so much about our cultural 

approaches toward consumerism and our often conflicting goals and desires--as a society 

in general, and as parents in particular.  The wish list, being at times contradictory, 

embodied so much about the consumer society.  Part of the idea behind the wish list was 

that it potentially removed the impulsiveness of consumer desire, ideally allowing for a 

more dispassionate decision on the part of the child requesting the item. 

A potentially useful set of coping strategies to address seemingly limitless buying 

decisions was contained in an inexpensive and often small item, called the “wish 

list.”  Even when a parent and child both embraced the concept of a wish list, there were 

different understandings of the purpose and just what that wish list would actually 

achieve.  For parents, a wish list could represent a controlled effort to advise and limit the 

buying decisions within the household, and to adhere to a budget.  For children, the 
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results of the wish list and the feelings it inspired were varied, although the list was 

certainly not meant to limit, contain, or circumscribe buying decisions, from a child’s 

point of view.  A key aspect of the wish list may have been to validate children’s 

consumer desires as not inherently bad, but rather as something to be shifted into a more 

rational realm. 

The list could also serve as a debate between the child and parent, or as an effort 

to reconcile children’s requests and dreams within the limits of each individual family 

budget, perhaps by substituting an alternative or similar item, or by substituting a wait 

time and the sense of wishing for the item, in the place of the actual item.  Alternatively, 

one intention of a successful wish list could have been to produce an interaction between 

the parent and child by an exchange of ideas, and to have the child feel that he has been 

listened to. 

Unfortunately, when the list served as a proxy for adequate parental involvement 

in the child’s life, and the debate served as a stand-in for genuine attempts to teach a child 

about the limits of the market, buying decisions, and the excesses of consumerism, then 

the practice may have seemed to some children like a procrastination--or even as “selling 

out”--on the part of the adult which defeated the original objective of the wish list, which 

was to make the child’s contribution feel valued and important, and to acknowledge the 

child as possessing a consumer citizenship of sorts--as having a worthwhile and valid 

identity as a consumer. 

Unless parents took into account their children’s varied ages and their often 

immature understanding of deferred gratification and the elapse of time required before 
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receiving the item, they had not fully thought through or understood whether the wish list 

would work for their family.  Ideally a child understood that part of the purpose of a wish 

list was having something to look forward to, as the listed items did not immediately 

materialize as soon as a new item was added to the list.  Another purpose of a wish list 

was to teach children habits of thrift and the economy of choices.  Writing in 1985, 

private investor and economic adviser Thomas Tilling asserted that, regarding children as 

much as adults, “What comes less naturally [than spending] is the deferral of 

gratification, or, as Freud put it, the subordination of the pleasure principle to the reality 

principle.”  As Tilling pointed out, the only way to become skillful at saving is to 

practice: “saving is an acquired habit.”120 

For many children the wish list may have been a tempting yet potentially 

frustrating exercise in buying decisions, which started out as a fun way for parents and 

children to mediate between limitless consumer desires and limited family funds.  Many 

children’s expectations operated on a different calendar and timeline than those of adults, 

and especially with young children, marking a wished-for item on a wish list may have 

had the opposite of the desired effect.  As then, instead of the child coming to terms with 

not having all the items on the wish list, the reverse may have occurred and the child 

would be more rather than less perturbed about his realization that he would not be 

receiving all of the items.  Some children may have been motivated by creating a wish 

list and referring to it often, whereas other children, based on their personality, 

temperament, or age may have become disheartened and discouraged precisely with their 
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growing impression that with compilation of a wish list, a form of a bait and switch had 

occurred. 

Overall, the expert approach to the idea of the wish list was to recommend that 

parents use it as a way to limit children’s consumerism, including by limiting the number 

of items listed, and by reminding children often that many items on the list would never 

be purchased.  There was also the issue of teaching family values and of parents buying 

items for their children that were not on the wish list.  Almost all experts across 1945-

2000 believed that parents should not shy away from using the holidays as a teaching 

opportunity--not just a time for celebration--and almost all experts also felt that parents 

should feel free to purchase gifts that were not mentioned on the wish list.  For instance, 

Dr. Jerrold Lee Shapiro, associate professor of counseling psychology, writing in 1993, 

believed that “The holidays provide a tremendous opportunity for parents to re-think their 

values and to teach their children what their families are about.”  He felt that parents must 

not buy items only from a child’s wish list, “If you just buy what your children want, you 

miss that opportunity [to teach about family values].” 121  For instance, Shapiro believed 

that parents should buy educational toys and items which celebrated the family’s ethnic, 

religious, or cultural heritage and history, even if those items were not on the wish list. 

In contrast, the minority of experts, such as parenting consultant Eleanor 

Gurewitsch, felt that items not on the wish list should not be purchased, and that parents 

and children should have adhered to a mutually agreed-upon set of parameters as regards 

buying decisions.  Gurewitsch, writing in 1969, believed that, “Sudden, arbitrary 
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a Request for Toys,” New York Times (16 December 1993), C10. 
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decisions handed down from above don't improve parent-child relationships under most 

conditions.  In money matters, as elsewhere, the ground rules should be changed only by 

mutual consent.”122 

The wish list was also one way certain parents addressed the problem of “pester 

power”--with the parental mindset being something along the lines of, “go put it on your 

wish list and stop bugging me about it!”  Wish lists, at times, may have created more 

problems than they could potentially answer.  Reverend Milo Thornberry, when asked in 

1988 about raising his three children, recalled that in his family, the ideal purpose of the 

wish list, which was to sensibly limit children’s consumerism, had backfired in the 1970s, 

and this resulted in him eliminating the wish list from his family in future years.  He 

remembered 1975, when his children Katy, Richard, and Elizabeth were 4, 5, and 7, and 

the Christmas catalogs arrived at his home, “The kids grabbed them and circled almost 

everything in the toy section for their wish list.”  As this was contrary both to what he 

thought the spirit of Christmas should be and what he had hoped the wish list would 

achieve, he dispensed with the practice of the wish list in his home.  He stated that getting 

rid of wish lists, along with making other changes around the house, did eventually result 

in his children’s being less preoccupied with consumer goods, although he did receive 

some “negative feedback”123 from his kids initially after making changes to the way the 

family was run and the way the family dealt with the appeal of children’s consumerism. 

                                                 
122 Eleanor Gurewitsch, “Parent-Child Relationship: Establish Mutual Trust, Respect,” 
Christian Science Monitor (28 February 1969), 10. 
123 Michael Hirsley, “Some Christians are Refusing to Buy a Commercial Christmas,” 
Chicago Tribune (25 December 1988), 5. 
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The distinguishing factor of a wish list was that almost anything could be listed on 

it, although the children were ideally reminded that many items on the list would never be 

purchased.  Peter Stearns has proposed that the notion of building on fantasies without 

restraint was an interesting concept which shed light on the delicate balancing act that 

was required for parenting in the age of consumerism.124 

Ellen Wartella, Ph.D., studied the impact of media on children and asserted that 

the concept of the wish list related to “the dubious economic ‘emancipation’ of children,” 

and continued, “There is a kind of uneasy role reversal going on with wish lists.”  She 

added, “We are asking them what they want us to buy them.  We’re pushing them into 

the position of consumers.”  Professor Wartella worried regarding young children, “Is 

this a role we want them to be in at such an early age?”125  

The mainstream view of the American middle class was that children must be 

given almost an entirely free reign to express, imagine, and even discuss consumer 

fantasies, yet there were constraints by reminders that many of the listed goods would 

never, in fact, be bought.  Commentators and popularizers in 1945-2000 offered various 

coping skills for parents who were dealing with the excesses of consumerism in general 

including a “wish list” that was updated at all times for when relatives or neighbors 

wished to purchase something and wanted to know what the child liked and what his 

interests were. 

Experts emphasized it was important to keep the list up-to-date and also to take 

care to explain to the child that items on the list may or may not ever be purchased—this 
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125 Ellen Goodman, “Zapping Christmas,” Washington Post (20 December 1997), A12. 
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was not a shopping list which would be taken to a store and fulfilled but rather this was a 

place to keep track of cool items that had caught the child’s eye.  If acquiring something 

was completely out of the question, such as a snowmobile or a dog, then this must be 

made clear to the child and the request must not be added to the list.126   

In the article “‘Wish Lists’ Can Also Be Teaching Tools” of 1991, the (unnamed) 

New York Times reporter shared with parents that they could “use your children’s wish 

lists to help them learn to prioritize” and also reminded parents to “hold your temper if 

your children are disappointed with something they receive” which was not on a wish 

list.127 

Parenting analysts Nancy Samalin and writer Donna Brown Hogarty felt that 

creating a “wish list” was a positive step in which “you acknowledge your child’s right to 

want new things, and teach him to delay gratification.”128  For younger children, 

sometimes just the act of writing down (or having a parent write down) the toys they 

desired, or cutting and pasting images from catalogs, would make them feel they had 

been listened to and respected, and experts believed the child would be pleased that his 

desires had been acknowledged rather than disparaged or brushed aside.129  

In conclusion, wish lists were potentially a double-edged sword when used as a 

parenting tool in a consumer age, with good intentions on the part of most parents yet 

with disappointments felt by some children who saw “parents as a source of unending 

                                                 
126 Lynn Schnurnberger, “Curing The ‘Gimmes,’” 113. 
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C12. 
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129 Nancy Samalin with Donna Brown Hogarty, “Curing the ‘Gimmes,’” Parents 
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treasure.”130  In surveying the research into 55 years over whether the parenting strategy 

or practice of the “wish list” was a success, an inconclusive ending arises.  Perhaps the 

title “wish list” could never be reconciled completely for parents and children when such 

differing understandings and age differences between them, promoted a concept that had 

little mutuality, and each individual’s understanding of the word “wish” was so far 

apart.  Diverse meanings of “wish” were assigned by each group to the opposite age-

group, with parents assuming children adopted their definition of the term, and children 

hoping that their parents observed their views.  Children interpreted “wish” mostly as the 

noun definition, where “a desire and hope for something to happen” was so far removed 

from the verb definition employed by many adults: “feel or express a strong desire or 

hope for something that is not easily attainable; want something that cannot or probably 

will not happen.”131 

In data from 1945 to 2000 on wish lists, the overall portrait was one of continuity; 

however, although the concept of the wish list and the meanings with which children and 

adults invested the lists were broadly constant, there was a slight change over the 

decades.  This change was evidenced primarily by the way in which children and/or the 

culture may have exerted more pressure on parents over time for increasingly frequent, 

better, and more expensive purchases to be made from the wish list (partly as the 

standards for what it took to be considered fully middle-class became 
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inflated).  Additionally, the practice of the wish list appeared to have become more 

common over the years in middle-class households.  The wish lists also became more 

elaborate—largely as a function of the growth of the toy and children’s consumer culture 

industry, as well as the growing strength of the advertising and marketing 

industry.  These changes were facilitated in large part by the medium of television; these 

historical developments are discussed in detail in the “Impact of Television on Parenting 

in a Consumer Age” chapter.  More products aimed at children appeared on the market, 

and increased sales resulted in product lines being enlarged with greater regional 

availability and additional venues for shopping available, including the proliferation of 

new mail-order catalogs, the increasing frequency of ordering by telephone, and--after 

1990--the tremendous expansion of opportunities for online shopping.  The scope and 

scale of children’s consumerism really skyrocketed by about 1990, owing to the above 

factors, as well as the way in which the advertising and marketing industry became 

progressively effective at campaigns targeted specifically to children, including 

campaigns which made use of television, movies, and, by the 1990s, the internet. 

Conclusion 

Across 1945-2000 in the U.S., the main purposes behind parental approaches to 

teaching children about wise buying decisions were to educate the child in decision-

making abilities, in the exercise of nascent skills of logic and reason, and in the practice 

of careful consumerism.  Parents adhered more closely to expert advice in this arena--

buying decisions--than they did in other areas, such as gift giving.  Children did not 
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entirely reject parental and expert advice, but they did not completely embrace it either, 

unsurprisingly.  

Rather than simply restate what has gone before, this conclusion will more 

specifically address the changed historical landscape regarding buying decisions by the 

1990s, in which parents claimed to have a renewed or sharper interest in teaching 

children about wise buying decisions, and a greater amount of passion, intensity, and 

anxiety as to the potential results of children making unwise buying decisions.  The 

decade of the nineties represented not an entirely new historical trend but certainly an 

important new level of tension between parents and children (and between parents and 

the economy), and as a result, slightly decreased tension between parents and experts, as 

the latter group felt parents were paying them more heed than in previous decades.  There 

was a gravity to parental pronouncements to their children to engage in wise buying 

decisions in the 1990s which had been lacking in previous decades, owing mainly to the 

vastly expanded scope and scale of children’s consumerism by 1990--including the large 

amounts of money spent by or on children, the sheer number of products on the market, 

and the way in which goods and services for children were advertised and aggressively 

marketed directly to children in an increasingly effective way as the era under study 

unfolded, but particularly, these practices escalated in the 1990s. 

Major reasons behind this increased parental interest to teach wise buying 

decisions in the 1990s included, compared to the previous decades in this study: parents 

who felt the pocketbook pinch of the straightened economy; parents who had become 

resentful and even who perceived that their children were “spoiled;” as well as parents 
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who had become alarmed as to the large amounts of money many kids had to spend, as 

children’s disposable income reached unheard-of levels by the 1990s, even as their 

parents’ buying power had slowed or plateaued, as discussed in the Allowances 

chapter.  In addition, as noted by Peter Stearns in Happiness Not Guaranteed, by the 

1990s many Americans were experiencing a form of material possessions overload--often 

coupled with rising consumer debt--for as garages, basements, and attics of new-home 

construction expanded in size to accommodate more “stuff,” many Americans had greater 

levels of credit card debt, and lower levels of savings, than ever before.132 

Remember that the real income of the average middle-class family had reached a 

plateau in about 1973, and this state existed essentially unchanged through most of the 

1990s.133  Not only had family incomes stagnated, but also the standard of living 

perceived as necessary to identify as middle-class became inflated as each decade 

between 1945-2000 passed.134  The situation was made particularly difficult, by about 

1990, by rising costs for almost all categories of spending associated with being middle-

class, including education, childcare, college tuition, homeownership, and healthcare--

                                                 
132 Peter Stearns, Satisfaction Not Guaranteed: Dilemmas of Progress in Modern Society 
(New York: New York University Press, 2012).  
133 Nikki Finke, “The Lost-Out Generation: Were They Born Too Late to Enjoy the 
American Dream, or Are They Just Too Spoiled to Satisfy?” Los Angeles Times (16 
October 1988): F12. 
134 For instance, as each decade passed in the second half of the twentieth century, adults 
looked back on their childhoods and noted that there were fewer material possessions 
required to be perceived as fully middle-class.  Typical feedback was as follows.  Writing 
a letter to the editor in 1999, Washington Post reader Mary Twillman asserted, in keeping 
with many adults of her time, “The myth that both parents need to work because times 
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inflated.  A one-TV, one-telephone [...] house such as the one my four siblings and I grew 
up in would be unacceptable to most families today.”  Mary Twillman, Letter to the 
Editor, “Kids with Working Parents,” Washington Post (3 October 1999): B6.  
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and this predicament was exacerbated by the fact that, as discussed earlier in this chapter, 

parents were reticent to discuss the true state of their finances with their children. 

By about 1990, analysts found that kids had unprecedented levels of cash to 

spend, as well as unprecedented freedom in spending it.  Wayne Charness, spokesman for 

Hasbro Toys, in 1990 stated that, “‘After about 4 or 5, the people who are making the 

buying decisions are children--90 percent of the time.’”135  James McNeal, professor of 

marketing, in 1993 maintained that children between the age of 4 and 12 had seen their 

spending power “soar” in the early nineties, and that pre-teens had “roughly $14.5 billion 

[total] in disposable income--an average annual income per kid of $423--up 70 percent 

from $8.5 billion in 1989.”136 

Additionally, by the 1990s, many parents were more worried about money than in 

previous decades--and, in fact, some of their children sensed this.137  Parents’ 

pocketbooks had been feeling the pinch for about two decades, following the plateau in 

family income which had begun in about 1973.138  The main message of a front-page 
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large part of the reason was owing to the following factors: parents wanting to feel 
sufficiently middle-class; parents not wanting to deny children the sense of fun and joy, 
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who wished to keep the real state of their finances from their children; and the vastly 
expanded scope and scale of children’s consumerism by the 1970s as compared with 
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article in the Washington Post in 1999 on a survey of children of working parents was, 

“The top wish children have for both their parents is that they would make more 

money.”139  Yet while many middle-class parents had trouble paying all their bills in the 

1990s, their children did not.  As the Los Angeles Times related in 1993, “kids’ 

pocketbooks may be fattening” but at the same time “many parents may be struggling 

financially.”140 

Not only were parents worried about money, but many by the 1990s realized that 

their previous efforts to teach their children about wise buying decisions had been half-

hearted or had not been very successful.  Parents grasped this by looking at their own 

financial situation, by speaking with other parents, and by taking cues from national news 

media, who pointed out to many parents the error of their ways.  As one news article in 

1993 put it, “many adults have been trying vainly” and have failed to teach their kids 

effectively about finance.141 

                                                                                                                                                 
previous decades in the study.  The expansion in children’s consumerism encompassed 
many issues including a greater range and sheer number of products whose advertising 
campaigns sometimes seemed inescapable and which were aggressively marketed to 
children, with greater sophistication to the commercial appeals as each decade of the 
second half of the twentieth century progressed.  Despite feeling the pocketbook pinch of 
the inflationary times of the early 1970s, most middle-class parents acted as if they were 
incapable of passing on these harder times to their children, or unwilling to reveal to their 
children that money was tight.  It was not until the early 1990s that parents felt they could 
ask their children to cut back on buying, as addressed above.  These issues are also 
discussed in greater detail in the chapters on “Allowances” and “Gifts and Guilt.” 
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Also, by the 1990s, many parents recognized they did not spend wisely, and they 

assumed that their kids did the same.  Indeed, credit card debt reached never-before-seen 

highs, and markers of thrift--such as money in savings accounts--descended to never-

before-seen lows.  Financial expert Craig Rhyne said in 1993 that “parents want to teach 

their kids the value of a dollar because it’s something they had trouble learning 

themselves--and now it’s costing them.”  The declining economy (declining in some 

sectors, or there were perceptions of decline) of the nineties “caused many adults to get 

serious about teaching their kids the value of money.”142 

By the 1990s, parents were really feeling the pinch financially, so they redoubled 

their efforts to teach their kids about wise buying decisions.  However, as this chapter has 

shown, parents were quite sincere in their efforts to teach their children about wise 

buying decisions in 1945-1990--yet they did approach this task with greater intensity in 

the 1990s than in other decades in this study.  Many of the topics within this chapter 

hinge on parents’ and kids’ emotions--such as the transparency of family finances or the 

“gimmes”--as against expert hopes for calm rationality which appeared to take an 

approach to money which was as emotionless as possible.  Throughout this chapter, we 

have seen that these parental choices to teach about buying decisions were as much due 

to parental emotions and perceptions, as to economic realities, reminding us of the 

importance of emotions to how history--and especially family history--unfolded in the 

second half of the twentieth century in the U.S. 
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2. The Impact of Television on Parenting in a Consumer Age 

Introduction 

This chapter analyzes the impact of television on the project of parenting in a 

consumer age, and argues for a turning point in parental behavior in the 1980s-1990s, 

after decades of advice from experts and commentators to monitor, guide, and limit 

children’s access to TV had not been followed, and after decades of parents taking a 

relatively passive approach to issues of television.  The main argument of this chapter is 

that the challenges presented by television from 1950-2000 in the U.S. added a major 

new facet to modern parenting in a consumer age--including what parents needed to think 

about and account for in overseeing, guiding, regulating, and facilitating their children's 

consumerism--both the degree of this consumerism, and specific product 

choices.  Decisions about television loomed large in examining and assessing approaches 

to parenting in light of expanding children’s consumerism in the U.S. in the second half 

of the twentieth century. 

My main goals are: to emphasize parental reactions to children’s exposure to TV 

and its related consumerism; to relate the turning point at about 1980 from parental 

disinterest, to parental interest to regulate children’s TV consumption; and to convey the 

related turning point in about 1980, from parents generally not implementing expert 
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advice, to parents more consistently putting expert advice regarding television into 

practice. 

A major historical factor operating in the background behind many of the sections 

in this document which contributed to changing parental attitudes toward children’s 

television viewing was the different televised content available, as over the years, content 

was increasingly violent, sexualized, and more mature.  Over time, there were significant 

changes in the television landscape.  There were changes in Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC) rules and regulations, as well as changes in whether these guidelines 

were actually enforced or not, with resulting fluctuations in what was allowed in daytime 

and in primetime hours on ABC, CBS, and NBC.  There were changes in FCC 

leadership, in which a different FCC Commissioner could be liberal or conservative, 

lenient or strict.  There was also the proliferation of cable television channels, which were 

not technically regulated by the FCC, although the FCC tried to get cable to be self-

policing, as did irate viewers and special-interest groups who contacted the channels if 

they were offended. 

Near the end of the era, there were a vast number of channels with a wide array of 

programming available via satellite networks, which were also not technically under FCC 

jurisdiction, and which were known for increasingly pushing-the-envelope with the 

content presented.  Parental concerns were also exacerbated by, over time, the greater 

number of TV sets in homes, and TV sets in a child’s bedroom, both of which 

developments meant that parental supervision or even parental input into what the child 
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was watching, were increasingly difficult.143  All of these historical factors contributed to 

parents becoming increasingly alarmed about their children’s television viewing by the 

1980s and 1990s.  

Matters of television presented an interesting set of new problems to parenting in 

a consumer age, and specifically to our discussion of issues of buying 

decisions.  Significantly, in contrast to overall patterns in buying decisions in which 

parents across the time period consistently tried to teach their children to be wise 

consumers, according to certain formulaic approaches, when it came to matters of TV, 

parents notably did not have any rules or templates to follow.  As we have seen in the 

chapter on Buying Decisions, in general, parents were content to follow expert advice in 

this arena, although they displayed a delayed reaction to problems of inflation.  Yet, on 

average, for the time period under consideration in this study, parents did at least value 

expert advice on matters of Buying Decisions, whereas parents did not value expert 

advice--or were largely disinterested--on issues relating to Television.  Such was the case 

until deregulation in the Reagan era (1981-1989) brought about a confluence of practices, 

such as the prevalence of the program-length commercial, which mainstream middle-

class parents felt were inherently exploitative of children. 

                                                 
143 Over the years there were many letters to the editor and other feedback from the 
public speaking to the proliferation of TV sets in the average American middle-class 
home, and generally, this development resulted in negative feedback from most 
adults.  Certainly, there were exaggerated standards as to what it took to be considered 
middle-class in most communities as the decades after the 1950s passed, including the 
idea that more TV sets were seen as necessary or even required.  A typical comment 
came from Washington Post reader Mary Twillman, who wrote in 1999: “Our standard of 
living is inflated.  A one-TV, one-telephone [...] house such as the one my four siblings 
and I grew up in would be unacceptable to most families today.”   Mary Twillman, Letter 
to the Editor, “Kids with Working Parents,” Washington Post (3 October 1999): B6. 
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It must be noted, of course, that as 1950-2000 progressed, there was a sharp 

increase in the affordability of televisions.  During this era many households shifted from 

not having a television; to having one television in a shared space; to having many 

televisions, located increasingly in private spaces, including bedrooms, where there is 

less supervision--or even no supervision at all--and less shared television watching. 

Black-and-white televisions first because broadly available to the consumer 

market in the 1950s,144 while sales of color televisions surged in the consumer market of 

the late 1960s,145 and perhaps surprisingly, most middle-class parents spent the first few 

decades of the television age in what was overall a passive state as regards the new 

medium.  They found that there were no real rules, traditions, and conventions at hand 

when it came to the issue of how television might affect the project of parenting in a 

consumer age, at least until the 1980s.  This chapter will follow the trajectory of the other 

chapters in taking as its main focus the thoughts, emotions,  actions, and reactions of 

parents, although the ideas and behaviors of children and of parenting experts and 

                                                 
144 The number of homes with televisions (black-and-white) increased from 0.4 percent in 
1948, to 55.7 percent in 1954, and to 83.2 percent in 1958.  James Baughman (University 
of Wisconsin, Madison), “Television Comes to America, 1947-1957,” Journal of Illinois 
History (March 1993).  Accessed via 
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popularizers are significant subtopics, as well, which illuminate our primary focus on the 

history of parenting. 

Parents agreed with experts that they should limit their children’s television time, 

yet generally were not successful in doing so, and most parents did not agree with experts 

that they should watch shows with their children, so they did not do so.  Disparities here 

were considerably starker than those that applied to buying decisions, though here too the 

parent-expert gap decreased by the 1990s as parental concerns over TV intensified.  For 

their part, children across the 50-year span were generally content to be left to their own 

devices in the presence of the television.  Apart from a minority of activist parents, most 

parents were not concerned, as the experts and commentators were, about the ways in 

which television programs and advertisements potentially exploited children’s consumer 

desires and immaturity.  Yet as the 1980s unfolded and parents witnessed the prevalence 

of shows referred to as essentially program-length commercials, including shows such as 

He-Man, more parents became anxious—and some became angry--about TV 

programming, and about marketing and advertising to children via television. 

Among other subtopics, this chapter on Television details the historical 

transformation of mainstream middle-class parents from taking a generally passive 

approach to television in the 1950s-1970s, to being almost radicalized by the children’s 

shows and ads of the 1980s, which many middle-class parents saw as a blatant 

exploitation of children.  There were myriad ways in which these shows and ads were 

enmeshed with consumerism and intertwined with children’s popular culture.  These 

enraged parents then lobbied for changes, and many changes were adopted by the 
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networks and even by local stations, and then these changes were formalized by passage 

of the Children’s Television Act of 1990.  After 1990 parents spent the final decade of 

the study, 1990-2000, generally accepting the presence of television in their family life, 

yet skeptical, wary, and ready to react if they felt that a certain show; practice, such as the 

rise of product placement on children’s television shows; or ad campaign was particularly 

unprincipled. 

Overview: Television “Discovered” and Targeted the Child Consumer 

This section examines the major ways in which television first took note of and 

then came to cater to the emerging child consumer, in order to help us assess the central 

argument of this chapter, that television presented a significant new challenge for the 

project of parenting in a consumer age, that parental responses to television were 

generally passive--at least until the 1980s--and that parents sent their children mixed 

messages concerning how to interpret and react to television programming and ads.  The 

brief history which follows helps inform our inquiry into parenting in a consumer age as 

affected by the new medium of television, a form of mass communication that made its 

way into many American homes in the 1950s. 

Discussing the 1950s advent of television, journalism professor Tom Engelhardt 

stated, “When television’s sponsors looked into the family, one surprising discovery was 

the child as a separate consumer.”  He added, discussing the state of children’s 

consumerism prior to the TV age, “From Shirley Temple dolls to Mickey Mouse 

paraphernalia [prior to the advent of the actual show The Mickey Mouse Club], there had 
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long been exploitable child-driven fads, but children had largely been approached as 

consumers through their parents’ pocketbooks.”146 

There was a watershed moment in children’s consumerism in about 1955 when 

broadcasters began to perceive that they could target children primarily--rather than 

secondarily as an adjunct of the family’s budget.  Engelhardt wrote, “However, the 

moment when those behind the [television] screen first ‘saw’ the child as a separate 

market probably occurred in the fall of 1955 [when The Mickey Mouse Club first 

aired].”  Engelhardt elaborated, “It was then that Mattel, a small toy company, committed 

a [then] unheard of half-million dollars to reserve a weekly fifteen minutes of ad time on 

an hour-long show Disney studios was developing for ABC.”147  This sum represented a 

previously unimaginable amount of money that was also half the total annual toy industry 

advertising budget for the previous year, 1954, and was being committed to a brand-new, 

untested show called The Mickey Mouse Club. 

The new product that Mattel’s owners, Elliot and Ruth Handler, selected and 

championed for their pathbreaking television ad campaign was named the Burp 

                                                 
146 Tom Engelhardt, The End of Victory Culture: Cold War America and the 
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Gun.  Thus, “In early November 1955, their first ad showed the son of the head of 

Mattel’s ad agency stalking elephants in his living room.”  Engelhardt continued, “Orders 

began flooding in just after Thanksgiving.  With the toy sold out in stores nationwide, 

President Eisenhower had to write to Mattel directly requesting one for his 

grandson.”  He related that by Christmas 1955, 1 million Burp Guns had been sold.148 

It is in this way that the new commodity of television advertising, the newly 

identified and prolific market of children as separate consumers, and the development of 

the untested show on which brand-new toys would be promoted in adjacent ads, ensured 

a multiplication of buying decisions which were now posed to almost any parent and any 

child with a television set at home, or even at a friend or neighbor’s home--with 

concomitant challenges which arose, of course, to the project of parenting in a consumer 

age. 

The next major development in toy and television ad history, as it relates to our 

discussion of television’s discovery and separate targeting of the child consumer, was 

that of a toy called Barbie, first sold under the tagline: “Teenage Fashion Model.”  In 

1957, Barbie dolls were launched with a national television advertising campaign “aimed 

directly at the child, proving that the sponsor could now use the television to bypass 

parents almost entirely.”  Another new development of the consumer society associated 

with Barbie was the idea “that toy lines might thrive by having adult disapproval folded 

into them.”  Previously, the perception in society as well as in advertising and marketing 

circles was that children would not consistently request a toy--other than a cheap fad 
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item--of which their parents disapproved.  Yet preliminary studies showed that young 

girls were asking for Barbie by name despite--or because of--the fact that their mothers 

expressed distaste and dismay that the doll was too mature-looking or too overtly 

“sexy.”  This was a turning point, as both industry insiders and even some parents 

recognized at the time: “Children might now unnerve adults simply by buying a 

product.”149  Of course many of my primary sources--such as interviews with parents in 

newspapers and in Parents magazine--speak as if parents were somehow physically 

incapable of resisting pleas for a Barbie, which was not the case; however, it appears that 

so many parents were so eager for their daughter to “fit in” or desirous for a child to feel 

loved or happy, that they suppressed or overcame their qualms about the doll.   

With these marketing developments applied to the new market of children 

apparently independent of, or generally unconcerned with, their parents’ approval, toy 

companies seemingly circumvented the adult’s stated budget, and yet still practically 

ensured the purchase by the parent.  While Barbie was launched by Mattel in 1957 with 

girls in mind, the action-figure G.I. Joe was launched in February 1964--as Barbie’s male 

parallel of sorts--by Hasbro, targeting the boys’ market, and went on to become “the most 

popular toy warrior ever created.”150  Joe was originally 11.5 inches tall, with 21 
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articulated parts, and a battle scar on his face--by December of 1964, he was already one 

of the holiday season’s best-selling toys.151   

Clearly, those involved in the development of television soon realized that 

children were enthralled by the new medium, but also--and more importantly for the 

purposes of this dissertation concerning parent’s reactions to escalating children’s 

consumerism--they quickly decided to explicitly target children as buyers, and bet that 

this risk would prove to be lucrative.  They turned out to be right.  Just as “Television [...] 

noticed its younger viewers” almost as soon as children’s programming first began to air, 

commentators noted that “by the end of the 1950s their existence [and significance] on 

the marketing horizon was increasingly apparent.”152  Tom Engelhardt envisioned 

television as an integral force contributing to the rise of what he called the “product-

centered culture of adolescence” and childhood, a trend which was beginning as early as 

1945-1950, and accelerated greatly in the years following.153  Programs and ads on the 

new medium of TV in the 1950s onward revealed that advertising companies had 

recognized that children as a demographic constituted a significant market of their own, 

and companies were not just competing for their share of parents’ pocketbooks. 
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Leading Parental Approaches to the Childrearing Dilemmas Raised by Television: 

Overview 

I expected to find numerous letters to the editor, or parent feedback in general on 

issues concerning television in periodicals and newspapers; however, my prediction did 

not turn out to be true.  For instance, in my review of 55 years’ of Parents magazine, 

there was not any reader-generated content which spoke of an unease or distrust of 

television throughout the first three decades of the television era, 1950s-1970s, or which 

solicited expert advice on dealing with the new medium.  Although there was not any 

reader-generated content, such as in the Reader's Mailbag, from parents concerning TV 

across the 1950s-1970s, there were mentions of potential problems presented by 

television.  These mentions came mostly from journalists, rather than parents.  However, 

these references were few and far between.  For instance, one of these infrequent 

mentions occurred in a human-interest story in Parents magazine on mothers whose 

husbands were deployed in the Vietnam War.  Those mothers who were interviewed for 

the article stated that they had told their children nobody in their household would be 

watching the evening news until daddy came home from overseas.  In general, though, 

most parents were reticent to limit their children’s TV consumption in the first three 

decades of the television age. 

We will see in the section, “Parental Disinterest to Supervise, Limit, or Regulate 

Children’s Television Viewing, 1950s-1970s,” additional evidence of parents’ lack of 

desire to apply their parenting skills to the medium of television.  The section will show 

that many parents were rather disinterested in the task of regulating their children’s TV 
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consumption for the 1950s-1970s, and only became consistently alarmed and activist in 

the 1980s-1990s, at which point they were concerned mostly about: commercialism; 

escalating children’s consumerism; peer pressure, sex and violence; and the way in which 

TV watching delayed bedtimes, and took away from homework time or made the 

homework of a poor quality if children watched TV while completing homework. 

Regarding supervision of television, number of programs, total viewing time, 

staying up late, and the influence of programs and ads on children, it does seem that 

many parents, at least until the 1980s, were happy to let experts, interest groups, and 

legislators assume the tasks of: previewing programs and ads, issuing recommendations, 

and regulating--or attempting to regulate--TV fare, including commercials.  Additionally, 

parents found much expert advice on the topic of television--as opposed to, for example, 

on topics of chores and allowances--to be unwelcome.  Popularizers and commentators 

repeated their beliefs and professional advice, essentially unchanged over 50 years, 

toward supervising children’s TV choices, and parenting experts and reports from 

special-interest groups in this time period pointed a finger directly at parents as the 

authorities responsible for monitoring children’s television watching in the home. 

In a half-century of debates over supervising children’s television choices, 

broadcasters held parents responsible for restricting their children’s viewing to what the 

parents considered appropriate, but most parents held broadcasters and government 

entities responsible for limiting program content and commercial content within 

parameters that parents deemed acceptable for their children. It appears that in the second 

half of the twentieth century in the U.S., most middle-class parents felt that while issues 
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such as chores and allowances were valid aspects of proper parenting, they frankly did 

not seem to think that much parental input regarding television was necessary or 

helpful.  Parents did not feel that consistently addressing television-related concerns 

should be a major component of the parenting project, other than in cases of blatant 

violations of the parent's trust in television, which was admittedly misplaced, as in the 

program-length commercials of the 1980s like He-Man, She-Ra, and G.I. Joe. 

When black-and-white TV first came onto the residential market, and again later 

when color televisions first appeared on the consumer market for residential use, the 

cachet and appeal to parents of technology, entertainment, promises of happiness, and the 

allure of relatively easy, low-cost “fun” leisure time did not immediately announce a new 

parenting problem to parents--although the new medium certainly seemed dangerous to 

the experts as soon as it had been introduced.   Mary Lou Downer, writing in 1953 for the 

Los Angeles Times stated that even in 1953, there are “no rules ready” for parents to 

apply to the new communications medium of television.  She wrote, “Why is television 

the great danger that it is?  Partly because it is so new for everyone.  It came suddenly to 

most homes, and no rules were ready for its control.”154  

The potentially harmful nature of sponsored shows, of ads targeted directly at 

children, and the segregation of the children’s market did not initially pose a concern to 

most parents, so when did the onslaught of children’s advertising on television start, and 

how did it start?  As discussed above, this situation began in 1955 with the development 

and marketing of the “Burp Gun,” the first wildly successful children’s toy marketed over 
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the television.155  We will see as this chapter continues to unfold that, ultimately, in the 

television age: advertising companies believed that parents should be the authority who 

limited their children’s exposure to ads, and broadcasters insisted parents should control 

what programs their kids were watching, but parents felt, in contrast, that the government 

should put in place legislation to control children’s programming and ads directed at 

children, or that broadcasters and advertisers should monitor themselves. 

Parental Disinterest to Supervise, Limit, or Regulate Children’s Television Viewing, 

1950s-1970s 

The responses from parents and other family members in the 1950s-1970s were 

consistently conducive to a great deal of freedom and flexibility with regard to children 

watching television.  When surveyed, the primary sources from 1950-2000 revealed that 

almost all parents enjoyed watching television in their leisure time, and assumed their 

children did as well, and did very little if anything from the 1950s-1970s to supervise or 

limit their children's viewing habits or choices.  Brief samples from a very broad research 

base, showing this parental disinterest to regulate, are presented below.  Major factors 

behind the escalation in children’s TV viewing across the 1950s-1970s included the 

development of programming and ads which were arguably more clever and entertaining 

with each passing TV season.  Also, the rise in greater numbers of unsupervised children 

watching more TV stemmed from: greater numbers of mothers joining and remaining in 

the paid workforce, as well as the escalation of the happiness imperative (television was a 

cheap, easy, and quick way to make most kids happy), and the rise of the trend toward 
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keeping children indoors for a greater number of hours each week.  Additionally, most 

parents thought TV was relatively inexpensive and made kids happy, and not bored and 

not lonely--addressing the dual problems behind my idea of the happiness 

imperative.  Many parents thought shows aired under a title like Children’s Hour or in 

the children’s time slot would be safe and fun for kids, and lastly, many parents assumed 

they could trust a big name like NBC, CBS, or ABC.   

Parents in this sample across the 1950s-1970s overwhelmingly did not follow 

expert advice, did not limit television time or consistently supervise television viewing, 

and often let kids stay up late watching inappropriate shows, while we will see later that 

parents in the 1980s-1990s imperfectly abided by expert recommendations.  A two-year 

study of about 3,600 kids near New Haven, Connecticut, in 1954-1956, was 

representative of the data and concluded that: “many parents had not disclosed the full 

details of their children's TV habits [to the reporter], because they did not want to admit 

the youngsters had been allowed to stay up beyond their bedtime to watch spine-chilling 

thrillers.”156 

So representative of parental disinterest to modulate the appeal of television to 

children in any way in the first decade of the television age--the 1950s--that it bears 

repeating here in some detail, was an article by Robert E. G. Harris for the Los Angeles 

Times in 1952.157  Harris asked his readers, “Do you have a little ‘TV addict’ in your 

home?” and revealed to them that they were not alone, and in fact they were a part of a 
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“massive trend.”  He stated that the overwhelming majority of parents “are not worried” 

about the effects of TV, and even that surveys indicated that most parents who owned TV 

sets, and many who did not own sets, “consider TV an unmixed blessing for themselves 

and their children.”  Referring again to survey results, Harris wrote that some parents “go 

so far as to hail television as the greatest contribution to child control since the invention 

of the soothing sirup [sic] and the pacifier,” stating that one mother had even commented 

to him: “‘It's wonderful--it's just like putting the kids to sleep,’” in terms of the amount of 

rest and relaxation she felt when her kids were in front of the television.  Other mothers 

and fathers surveyed felt that TV was great because, kids “get quiet, they stop 

roughhousing and bothering their parents with unanswerable questions.”  Compared to 

being actively engaged in play, television was a passive activity for children which was 

“quieter,” and “since most parents commonly regard quiet children as virtuous children, 

TV really seems to fit the bill.”158  This author related the appeal of television to so many 

parents in the first decade of the TV age, telling us that most parents craved peace and 

quiet, and desired to get a break from their children while kids were engaged in an 

activity that was physically--if not necessarily psychologically--safe. 

The first-ever major study of parental attitudes in the U.S. toward children’s 

television was conducted between 1952 and 1954 and surveyed the residents of 3,559 

homes.  The study revealed an enormous amount of parental indifference to the goal of 

regulating children’s television consumption.  For instance, even though “variety shows 

for children feature various types of injury to performers” in order to “tickle small funny 
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bones,” and some parents were annoyed by this slapstick violence, “the shows children 

like best have the general approval of their parents,” and in fact of those surveyed, “69 

percent of the parents generally favored the shows put on for children.”  Lastly, the 

extensive two-year survey concluded that the vast majority of children’s time in front of 

the television was unsupervised.159 

Throughout the 1950s, there were numerous news reports of the lack of parental 

supervision of children’s television-viewing habits, even for very young children.  As 

Parents magazine remarked in December 1954, “‘Because most parents use their 

television set as a baby-sitter [sic], children are failing to develop good taste about the 

programs they watch,’”160 in addition to other expert concerns such as the worry that 

television viewing entailed too much sitting for long periods of time, and may have 

resulted in children having a limited vocabulary. 

Continuing on the theme of parental disinterest to regulate or, in some families, 

what parents claimed was almost an inability to regulate children’s TV viewing, was Mrs. 

Jerry Disner from Detroit, Michigan, who wrote in to “Television Mailbag” in 1956 

about television usage in her home.  She stated, “It could be rationed more strictly,” yet 

forthrightly admitted, “I doubt if I possess the strength to debate with my sons as to 

which programs would be watched,” or how many hours per week would be viewed.161 
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New mother Lois Jean Davitz of New York, New York, related in 1956 that all of 

her friends who are parents were enamored of the new medium of television, and used it 

frequently as part of their parenting arsenal.  She described herself and her husband as 

atypical in their approach to television, and wrote that she was alarmed when she told her 

friends of her colicky baby and they immediately replied, “‘Prop the baby up before your 

TV set,’” and insisted that TV would keep their 6-month-old “‘amused for hours.’”162 

Father of three Gershon Fishbein wrote in to the “Radio and Television” column 

of the Washington Post in 1956 in a rather humorous tone which belied the gravity of 

expert pronouncements about TV when we take into account the fact that surveys showed 

that most parents were doing exactly as Fishbein and his wife did as regards childrearing 

and the new medium.  Fishbein was very articulate, and I have found his views to be 

representative of middle-class parents of the 1950s, so he is discussed at length 

here.  Fishbein related: “‘Having been awarded involuntary custody of my three little 

heirs recently while the little woman spent the day shopping, I am in the position to 

report from the violent ward that the TV set has indisputably replaced the dog as man’s 

best friend.’”  He continued, “‘Let no man who has not suffered the slings and arrows of 

caring for three preschool kids all day cast stones at mothers who use the TV set as an 

electronic baby-sitter,’” as the TV set presented “‘Something-To-Do in a small world of 

What-Can-I-Do-Next?’”  The set was used often by harried and hurried parents who had 
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trouble coming up with a seemingly endless array of new activities for their children, 

whose attention span was short.163 

Journalist and dad Gershon Fishbein further elucidated the appeal of not 

supervising TV viewing, “‘Let’s not criticize the mothers [...] for not supervising the 

programs the kids watch.’”  He stated that most mothers were so busy with chores and 

with keeping the household running that they simply did not have time to regulate their 

children’s viewing, writing that when he was home all day with his kids “‘I was in no 

position to act as a TV program censor.’”  He admitted, “‘My first and only thought was 

to get ‘em in front of the set.  For all I cared, they could have watched a documentary on 

‘The Care and Feeding of Sub-Machine Guns [...].’’”  Fishbein concluded, in a manner 

broadly representative of the overwhelming majority of parents in the 1950s whose views 

I have studied, “‘To parents trying to juggle kids, there is no minimizing [the importance 

of] TV.  Let the laundry man fail to pick up the sheets.  Let the milkman forget to 

deliver.  These are but minor household catastrophes.  But let the TV set go on the fritz, 

and brother, you've had it.’”164 

Television posed an odd quandary for most parents in the 1950s, in that many 

parents stated in surveys that they were aware of the potential perils of the new medium, 

yet they rarely stepped in to intervene.  One exasperated mother, Barbara Cox, wrote in 

1958 that in the middle of summer break from school, she caved in and let her children 
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watch as much TV as they wanted.  She attributed this largely to: “hot days, friends out 

of town, general boredom,” and even admitted that her kids filed into the TV room, 

“turning on the set as an adult lights a cigarette when he doesn't know what else to do 

with his time.”165  Her views were not atypical of the first decade of the television age, 

especially for the summer holidays and other long breaks from school. 

Lastly regarding the major ways in which TV posed a parenting dilemma in the 

1950s were the statements from many parents who admitted that they were concerned 

that TV viewing negatively affected their children’s homework completion, yet did little 

to step in and address the problem.  In the first-ever major study (1952-1954) in the U.S. 

taken of parental attitudes to children’s TV viewing, parents admitted that they knew 

their children were often attempting to complete homework in front of the TV 

screen.166  News reports throughout the 1950s related that few parents took care to 

discuss the TV-homework tension with their children, including in 1950 when journalist 

Kathleen Donahue stated that, “Parents are not disciplined enough to see that children set 

aside certain hours for study.”167  The Chicago Tribune reported in 1957 that “television 

does interfere with homework,” and that the teenagers surveyed feel that “the blame 

should be placed on their families, not on themselves.”168  Additional detail on the views 

of children themselves is presented in the section on Children’s Responses. 
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Parents of the 1960s largely evinced the same disinterest to regulate as parents of 

the 1950s, with major reasons given for lack of supervision generally the same in this 

decade as the previous decade, including that parents were too busy or that the weather 

was too bad to send kids outside to play, or even that parents generally trusted the 

networks to put out programming that was appropriate for children.  Even the educated, 

articulate, and generally conscientious middle-class mothers interviewed in 1962 by 

researchers Robert D. Hess and Harriet Goldman of the University of Chicago admitted 

that they did not regulate their children’s TV usage very much.  “In general [...] these 

mothers didn’t actually do much supervising,” and “in most families, the child was said 

to watch almost as much as he wished, and whatever he wanted to see.”169 

In parallel with the results of the 1950s, for these parents in the 1960s, “Very few 

families reported any effort to supervise either program selection or time spent 

watching.”  In addition, regarding the gender angle, “Father took even less of a hand in 

this than mother.”  As the authors related, the survey indicated that “mothers in this 

country aren’t greatly concerned or worried about what television is doing to their 

children,” and that “only a small number of those interviewed seemed either very 

enthusiastic or very worried about the television fare being offered to their 

children.”170  Lastly, the mothers interviewed for the University of Chicago study 

indicated that they were typical of most middle-class parents of their day in generally 

having faith in the major networks’ “good intentions;” as one mother put it, “‘A TV show 
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doesn’t put out things they [kids] don’t want to see.  Kids can see more than they can 

hear, so the TV [just] doesn’t put that kind of thing [inappropriate content] on.’”171  

A survey of middle-class parents in New York and Connecticut conducted in 

1964 by the New York Times found that most parents tended to drastically underestimate 

their children’s total hours of TV viewing, and “were somewhat taken aback” when the 

reporter showed them their child’s daily averages, with some children’s viewing 

approaching six hours a day.  Most parents were aware that their children watched more 

TV in the winter than in the summer, and more on weekends than during the 

week.  Many mothers stated that they liked TV; that their husbands liked TV too; and 

they were not judgmental of father’s viewing choices.  One woman interviewed stated 

that her husband “tended to collapse in front of the set [...] to relax at night and watch 

whatever swam into view.”172  This lack of regard for the potential pitfalls of adult TV 

viewing tended to bleed over into the couple’s approach to their children’s TV 

consumption, as well. 

In general, in most families, as the parents did not take a critical stance toward 

their TV viewing, they did not take a consistently critical approach to their children's TV 

habits, either.  One family admitted to the New York Times in 1962 that when the children 

watched TV, their father called it “the idiot box,” yet when he watched it, he insisted it 

was “educational”--although this result was not typical.  Most parents in the study 

summarized their distaste for regulating children’s TV consumption by stating that they 
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were busy or tense, that the weather was bad, or that they only had so much will power or 

they had to pick their battles when it came to disciplining their youngsters.  A Long 

Island housewife stated in 1962 about TV usage in her household, “‘It is the winter time, 

when weather and transportation make other diversions more difficult, if not impossible, 

that parental resolutions [to limit children’s TV time] melt away like a light snow.’”  She 

concluded, citing the common humanity of tired, worn-out parents, “‘We should police 

what the children watch, but being human, sometimes it’s easier not to.’”173  A theme of 

the research was that, although some parents were aware they should limit or regulate 

their children’s TV habits, they took the path of least resistance in the 1950s-1970s, not 

wishing to cause a stir with their children. 

Furthermore regarding parental responses to their children’s TV watching, most 

parents interviewed by the New York Times in 1964 admitted to the reporter that the 

“temptation” to “shoo the kids off to watch television” was “strong.”174 

Additionally, television personality of the late 1960s Burr Tillstrom, the puppeteer 

behind the popular children’s show, The Reluctant Dragon, part of NBC’s Children’s 

Theatre series, used hyperbole to underscore how he thought most parents of the age 

were remiss in not limiting their children’s access to TV.  Tillstrom stated that he saw 

much evidence of parental indifference to their children’s TV watching, exaggerating 

that, “Parents who allow their kids to watch TV 23 hours a day with no screening are just 

as bad as parents who allow kids to watch violent movies [at the local theatre] with no 

                                                 
173 Joan Cook, “Effect of TV on Children is Weighed,” New York Times (29 October 
1964), 31. 
174 Joan Cook, “Effect of TV on Children is Weighed,” New York Times (29 October 
1964), 31. 



131 
 

screening.”175  Whereas parents allowing their children to see inappropriate movies at the 

theatre unsupervised would eventually be addressed by the Motion Picture Ratings 

System, which was enforced by ushers at the theatres, inappropriate TV content was not 

consistently limited in any way imposed by outsiders in most American homes for the 

entire second half of the twentieth century. 

Entering the decade of the 1970s, most parents were still loath to regulate their 

children’s TV viewing, although the clamor from the experts was slightly louder and 

more insistent than it had been in the 1950s and 1960s.  As with the two previous 

decades, parents of the 1970s admitted that they did not often limit their children’s access 

to television, citing similar reasons as before, including not wanting to cause disharmony 

in the household, and feeling that children deserved to have a break from planned 

activities and learning when they got home from school.  For example, one parent wrote 

in to the Chicago Tribune in 1974, “I tried setting some limits on what my children 

watched, but it caused such arguments that I wonder if it’s worth it.”  An exasperated 

parent confided in the same paper in 1974, “Children spend all day in school 

learning.  Why can’t they be allowed to relax and enjoy TV in the afternoons and on 

weekends?”176 

Another parent--part of the majority trend of a disinterest to regulate children’s 

TV viewing--wrote in to the Boston Globe in 1973 in a tone reminiscent of many parents 

of the decade, poking fun at parents who wondered if they should regulate their 
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children’s TV consumption as spoilsports who were humorless.  This mom, writing under 

the pen-name Bleached Ears, insisted to a parent worried about crass programming, “You 

spend some time just being [...] uncultured, don’t you?,” meaning that kids deserved the 

same chance.  Bleached Ears was typical of parents of the 1970s, the majority of whom 

allowed kids to mostly watch whatever they wanted.  She wrote in to the paper that, in 

her home, Saturday mornings belonged to the kids, and that on weekends they were 

allowed to come downstairs in the morning any time after 7, “and just wallow [in bad 

TV] to their hearts’ content.”  She insisted that even “bad” shows had some redeeming 

value; most often, this value was the ability to make viewers laugh.  This mom concluded 

by exhorting the uninitiated: “Watch the Groovy Ghoulies sometimes, they’re a riot.”177 

As late as 1975, by which point one might assume that enough time had passed 

since the introduction of the new medium of television for parents to have developed a 

set of more appropriate responses to the childrearing challenges raised by TV, we see that 

a full 43 percent of parents of children aged 4-6 admitted that they “never imposed any 

time restrictions” on TV in their household.178  As to program content, 27 percent of 

parents of children aged 4-6 stated in 1975 that they “let them watch anything,” and 27 

percent of parents of children aged 7-9 concurred that they also “never” imposed control 

over TV content.179 
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Even a public intellectual like William Raspberry--writing about his personal 

approach to parenting--fit into the broader trend of parental disinterest to regulate 

children’s TV viewing.  He admitted in 1976 that he was not really a fan of the medium, 

but he felt it was harmless enough for kids, “not nourishing, to be sure, but not really 

poisonous either.”  He did feel that some families had elevated the TV to an exalted 

status and that something needed to be done to “put television back in its place,” yet 

ultimately he admitted that it was a cultural force that was here to stay, conceding: “I 

mean, you can’t just throw the damned thing out, can you?”180   

In sum, we have seen above that across the 1950s-1970s parents were generally 

loath to regulate their children’s TV consumption, in light of such factors as parents 

being pressed for time, being too tired to consistently discipline their children, or feeling 

that they did not want to be a “nag,” and parents feeling that TV made their children 

happy, and that children deserved some leisure time.  Regarding issues like limiting TV 

consumption or monitoring how TV affected homework, parents and experts in the 

1950s-1970s just did not have the same goals, expectations, or foundational philosophical 

assumptions.  In light of the trajectory of American history, additional reasons why 

parents did not regulate could include some confluence of the ideas behind popular 

American conceptions of “capitalism” and “democracy;” 181 the fact that Americans were 

often enamored with new technology, and with novelty in general; and the awareness that 
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134 
 

many Americans have always thought that invention and innovation would save us rather 

than destroy us.   

Interest Group Activism of Late 1960s-Early 1970s Presaged Turning Point of 

Widespread Parental Activism and Concern of 1980s-1990s  

In contrast to consistent parental complacency among the average parent about 

television in previous sections, this section discusses how interest group activism of the 

late 1960s to early 1970s presaged the greater activism on the part of mainstream middle-

class parents in the 1980s and 1990s.  Remember that this chapter argues for a turning 

point in the 1980s, when mainstream parents nationwide first became alarmed and even 

radicalized by the practices employed in children’s programming and ads--this activism 

and concern, particularly in response to the prevalence of the program-length 

commercial--was widespread and sustained.  It is important to note that, although the first 

real activism as regards children’s programming and ads occurred in the late 1960s-early 

1970s--most notably with the formation of the Action for Children’s Television (ACT) 

interest group in 1968, discussed in greater detail elsewhere in this chapter--I have not 

identified this as the turning point of the chapter as this is a dissertation which focuses 

upon parenting.  The activism in the late 1960s-early 1970s was not widespread and 

sustained among mainstream middle-class parents, but rather was focused within a small 

number of special interest groups, many of which included parents as members--yet these 

were not average or normal parents.  Average parents were not spurred to consistent 

activism and concern until the 1980s, which is why I have chosen the 1980s as the 

turning point for this chapter. 
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In discussing reasons why activism initially spiked in the late 1960s-early 1970s 

among interest groups and other interested parties, the advertising and marketing practice 

of the program-length commercial was a major factor.  The program-length commercial 

made its debut in the U.S. with Hot Wheels in September 1969, and then the practice was 

disallowed by the FCC in December 1969.182  Detractors referred to the show Hot 

Wheels as a program-length commercial--while the originators of the show claimed it 

was an actual children’s program with plot and character development.  Other reasons 

why interest groups were so alarmed about the state of children’s programming and ads 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s included the use of the “hard sell” in children’s ads and 

even in programming such as the syndicated show Romper Room, which ran nationwide, 

and included cast members directly promoting specific toys to viewers. 

Even programs which were generally well-regarded by parents and interest 

groups, such as Captain Kangaroo,183 employed practices which were questionable in 

taste, such as the show’s namesake endorsing a certain brand of bread on the show itself 

or in adjacent ad spots.184  However, despite broadcasters’ use of these practices, 

mainstream middle-class parents nationwide were generally satisfied to adopt a passive 

stance regarding television for the first few decades of this study, the 1950s-1970s.  We 
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will see below how the average parent was catalyzed into adopting an active stance 

concerning television in the final two decades of this study, the 1980s and 1990s. 

Expert Reactions to Parenting of 1950s-1970s Regarding Television 

Experts across the 1950s-1970s consistently disagreed with parental attitudes and 

approaches to children’s television watching.  Many critics of the expansion in children’s 

consumerism from the 1950s-1970s were opposed to both the idea and the practice of 

advertising and marketing directly to children, especially via televised commercials, 

product placement, and other practices, and made their point strongly throughout the 

decades.  They felt strongly that parents should monitor and restrict their children’s 

television consumption, especially with an eye to supervising and limiting the associated 

consumerism.  

Representative of experts of the 1950s, New York Times columnist and cultural 

commentator Jack Gould argued in 1952 under the subheading “Youth Seen as Exploited 

With Cynical Skill,” that toy “commercials themselves, to be sure, are distasteful in their 

use of the child as a club to induce adults to buy a product.”185  

Along with the expert recommendation that an overflow of television ads could 

produce children who were jaded about life, the concern of the impact on parents’ roles in 

their child’s development was referenced when commentators believed that the messages 

behind ads could be disrespectful to parents.  These messages were disruptive to family 

budgets, and additionally, according to experts, had an adverse impact on the 

relationships, structure, and harmony of the family.  As George Will stated in 1978, “FTC 
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staff says that the child nags ‘until he breaks down the sales resistance of his parent’ and 

‘this takes a toll on the parent-child relationship.’” 186  In agreement, Dr. Michael B. 

Rothenberg, a professor of psychiatry and pediatrics at the University of Washington, 

contended in 1979 that advertising to children in the late 1970s was such that it 

“encourages confrontation and alienation between child and parents, and undermines 

parental authority.”187  Such concerns were representative of parenting experts and other 

cultural commentators across the first three decades of the television age. 

Additionally, Robert Choate was representative of expert concerns from the 

1950s-1970s.  Choate was an activist, reformer, parent, and expert on television, 

advertising and marketing, and consumerism.  In 1973, discussing television ads aimed at 

children, Choate stated, “What is happening from these ads is that we are producing a 

generation of eight- and nine-year-old cynics.”  Unfortunately, the effects reach much 

deeper than that: “they [children] don’t just become cynical about advertising; they are 

cynical about our whole way of life.”188  He added his impression that “highly 

sophisticated commercials...are created to sway juvenile minds’ prudent judgements.”189 

Furthermore concerning representative expert reactions of the 1950s-1970s, Joan 

Ganz Cooney, president of the Children’s Television Workshop in the 1970s (producer of 

Sesame Street and The Electric Company) stated at a Yale University Symposium on 
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children and television in 1974, “Selling to children on TV is like shooting fish in a 

barrel.  It is grotesquely unfair.”190  As with Choate, she felt that advertisers should direct 

their pleas elsewhere, other than the children’s market.   

Cooney continued on the topic of the apparent injustice of pitching products to 

children, “‘The target audience is half our size, illiterate, and unemployed.  Trying to sell 

them anything is dead wrong.’”  Yet broadcasters from the 1950s-1970s, like George 

Heinemann of NBC and Michael Eisner of ABC in the 1970s, claimed they could simply 

not finance children’s shows without selling ad space.191  Therefore, despite opposition 

from some commentators, broadcasters continued to allow ads focused on the children’s 

market, especially on Saturday mornings.   

From an advertising and marketing point of view, the family group gathered 

around the television presented somewhat of a sitting target: “the aim of advertising 

directed at children, especially on Saturday mornings [...] according to a candid 

assessment from 1978, is to turn them into ‘very successful naggers.’”192  This type of 

reaction represented a very clear pattern, when surveying expert responses to issues 

raised by television, of experts who believed that most ads aimed at children were 

inherently exploitative of their emotional immaturity and potentially disruptive to 

positive parent-child relationships.  Experts across the 1950s-1970s felt strongly that 

parents should limit their children’s exposure to television programs and ads. 
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Turning Point in Mainstream Parental Responses: Parents Actively Regulated 

Children’s TV Viewing: 1980s-1990s 

The turning point in parental responses occurred in the 1980s and 1990s, when 

parents really started to put expert and commentator advice consistently into effect, 

became consistently alarmed and involved in the cause, and their activism was sustained 

and widespread.  Of course, experts of the 1980s-1990s largely repeated the same old 

advice they had offered throughout the first three decades of the TV age, although their 

tone perhaps became more shrill and the rate of comments, more insistent.  Parents 

appeared more willing to listen to experts in the 1980s-1990s.  This era--the final two 

decades of my study--was when the parent-expert relationship really changed 

substantially. 

I have identified the turning point in mainstream parental responses as occurring 

in the 1980s and 1990s, when the average middle-class parent nationwide became more 

obviously concerned and engaged about matters of children’s television and ads, and 

began to regularly take a more active approach to these matters than the average parent 

had done in the 1950s-1970s.  Beginning in about 1980, parents simply started speaking 

up with higher levels of concern, and more parents’ voices added to the debates, with 

more consistent interest to regulate and limit what their kids were watching, and for how 

long.  Some representative concerns of parents in the 1980s-1990s are presented below, 

which contrast to parents’ relative silence or inconsistency in the previous decades. 

We will see below, that some of the main reasons for this new active stance on the 

part of parents included: what was seen as an escalation in blatant commercialism, 
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including the revival of what were viewed as “hard sell” tactics aimed at kids;193 the 

widespread belief that TV was getting more crude and crass, both programming aimed at 

kids, and shows aimed at adults, which kids were known to like and watch; the rise in 

what some referred to as “latch-key kids” whose after-school TV viewing was not often 

regulated by an adult being present; and, in general, the increasing anxiety levels of 

middle-class parents as the twentieth century drew to a close.194  

Rosemary Lee Potter, a writer and teacher, writing in 1980 about her approach to 

television in her household, was typical of mainstream middle-class parents of the decade 

in her concerns about the medium.   She shared that she had many reservations about TV, 

but that her two sons liked it, and so she had developed guidelines to follow in her house 

to limit the influence of TV.  Her rules included that her sons had to take a thoughtful and 

deliberate approach to what they watched, that they had to plan out which programs to 

view, and that they had to watch material which was age-appropriate and avoided the 

extremes of plotlines which relied on sex and violence to pull viewers in and keep them 

watching.  Potter had devised a clever way to prevent her sons from watching 

                                                 
193 These tactics included the use of product placement, of corporate sponsorship of 
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inappropriate material by exploiting their shyness to speak with her about violent or racy 

scenes: “‘I always insist that they have to be able to talk about what they have seen.  If 

they can’t tell me what it’s about, they can’t watch it.’” 195 

Beginning in the 1980s, both the rate (more concerns each year) and tone 

(increasingly anxious) of parental reactions to TV changed; as the following examples 

will demonstrate, there was a measurable contrast with the prior three decades.  Parent 

Thomas Levy wrote in 1985 that he did not subscribe to cable TV because he was 

worried about the violent nature of many of the shows, and likewise parent Nancy Gallin 

was concerned about violence on news programs and in documentaries.  T. Gorman and 

Janice Reily shared in 1985 that they had planned to never purchase a TV set for their 

home, out of concern primarily for the amount of sex and violence on TV.  They adhered 

to this policy until their son Justin finished first grade and informed them he was 

“literally a social outcast” at school, and they realized he did not have anything to talk to 

the other kids about.  She stated that she was very worried about the degree of violence 

on TV, but that once Justin was twelve years old, she did let him watch professional 

wrestling on TV, even though she did not really agree with the genre.  When asked why 

she gave in, she said, “‘he took such a strong stand’” on the show and in general as a kid, 

“‘he is cooperative and reasonable.’”  Reily also reasoned that she kept him busy with 
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other activities, stating “‘taking the bigger picture, he really doesn’t have much time to 

watch.’”196 

Mr. Levy of Pleasantville, New York, interviewed in 1985 admitted that he and 

his wife were very concerned about the levels of TV violence, and that as a result, 

“‘We’ve tried to impose a limit of one hour a day,’” and “‘we don’t have cable because 

then we would lose control even more’” of what their two sons were watching.  He and 

his wife also adjusted the bedtimes of their sons, aged 14 and 12, earlier in the evening, 

as they reasoned that the more violent shows were on later at night.  Parent of seven 

Nancy Gallin stated that she was most worried about the violence on TV news shows, 

and did not permit her children who were 11 and under to watch the TV news.  She stated 

that the only other “objectionable” choice made in her house was on weeks when her 15-

year-old son watched Miami Vice, in which case he knew he must keep all younger 

children out of the room.197 

Adding to evidence of widespread parental worries about seemingly adult 

material on TV screens, Margaret Howard, a mother of three interviewed in 1985, stated 

that she and all of her neighbors were concerned about their children watching violence 

on TV, but that she was the only local parent who constantly kept her kids away from 

such material.  This is a fact of which she was proud, stating: “My greatest claim to fame 

is that I’ve never let my younger children watch the A-Team” and they have only seen 

Knight Rider “at a friend’s house.”  She continued, “The rule about excessively violent 
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shows is ‘In this house, you don’t watch it.’  [In general as regards her parenting] I try not 

to have lots of no’s, but the ones I do have are absolutes.”  In terms of regulating her 

children’s TV consumption, she said she has a strict rule of no TV during the week, and 

concerning her overall approach to TV, she declared, “I have no shred of doubt that I am 

doing the right thing.”198  My data on parents of the 1980s has found that most aspired to 

similar parenting--and although they often fell short, they were at least consistently 

concerned about what their kids were watching. 

Parents Fred and Joan Bondy, speaking about the challenges of childrearing in 

1985, stated that when their two 12-year-old children begged to watch a certain show of 

which the parents disapproved, they allowed their kids to watch the show, but only if 

mom and dad sat down with them, and they all discussed it afterward.  Mrs. Bondy stated 

that when she and her husband watched Miami Vice with their children, they took care to 

point out all the inaccuracies and how improbable most aspects of the show actually 

were, “‘I impress upon them that [these shows…] are simply not 

reality.’”199  Overwhelmingly in my research sample, mainstream middle-class parents of 

the 1980s were concerned, engaged, and active in regulating their children’s TV 

consumption.  

Connie Major, a mother of three, related in 1989 that she and her husband, out of 

concern for their children's exposure to issues of sex and violence, had taken steps to 

limit their children’s viewing to only educational shows or those on public 
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broadcasting.  Mrs. Major felt that parents must be ever-vigilant of their children's 

viewing habits, stating, “‘Parents can’t let up on maintaining the [limited TV] 

standards.  You can’t because television is just like candy to kids.  Given the chance, they 

will, of course, always go for the junk stuff.’”200 

Although I have identified the 1980s and 1990s as decades of increased parental 

desire to regulate their children’s TV viewing, this does not mean that the majority 

society was anywhere near beginning to reject TV as an entertainment medium or as 

signifying a status of belonging to the nation.  Concerned parent of one child Susan Scott 

sold her family’s TV set in 1988, and did not replace it; reflecting on the event in 1989 

she told a reporter she has realized that to many people, “ [...] not having a TV is being 

un-American.  Or like not having a Bible in the house!’”201  

While parents of older children in the 1980s were most worried about violent 

shows like Knight Rider and Miami Vice, parents of younger children were more alarmed 

about the revival of what was referred to as the program-length commercial.  Parents 

were especially concerned about the way in which such shows seemed to present an 

almost irresistible spur to increased children’s consumerism, as well as the ways in which 

the shows were seen as “coarse,” “vulgar,” cheaply-made, and lacking a plotline or 

character development (much like an adult watching an “infomercial” for a product).  The 

program-length commercial--a format which had been used briefly in 1969 by the show 

                                                 
200 Herman Wong, “Pulling the Plug on Kids’ TV Time,” Los Angeles Times (10 
November 1989), OC_N5. 
201 Herman Wong, “Pulling the Plug on Kids’ TV Time,” Los Angeles Times (10 
November 1989), OC_N5. 



145 
 

Hot Wheels--reappeared in 1985 with FCC approval,202 with shows like He-Man and She-

Ra, then Strawberry Shortcake, as well as G.I. Joe, My Little Pony, The Transformers, 

M.A.S.K., and the controversial Captain Power and the Soldiers of the Future, which was 

seen by many parents as too violent.203  Detractors stated that episodes of these shows felt 

like watching a thirty-minute commercial for a toy.  The practice continued through the 

mid- and late-1980s with other shows like Smurfs, a series which was generating a great 

deal of revenue by 1985.204   

Consequently--largely as a result of the fact that the program-length commercial 

had been brought back on the airwaves with FCC approval in 1985--by 1990 there was a 

rise in mainstream parent activism and concern, in which parents vociferously protested 

children’s programming and ads, which resulted in President George H. W. Bush (1989-

1993) reticently205 allowing the updated Children’s Television Act to become law 

without his signature in 1990, after Congress decided there was sufficient evidence of 

parental support for the bill to pass it in both houses. 

The Children’s Television Act of 1990 took effect in October 1991, and mandated 

that in order to renew their license to operate, all television stations were required to air 

programming that “‘further[ed] the positive development of the child in any respect, 
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including the child’s cognitive, intellectual, emotional, or social needs.’”  The legislation 

stated that some programming “‘must be specifically designed to meet the educational 

and informational needs of children.’”  After passage of the Act, not many broadcasters 

truly feared losing their license, but it was true that the Act apparently emboldened 

parents to voice their concerns, as after news media reported that some stations were 

trying to get around the guidelines, “broadcasters were blindsided by the public 

outcry.”206 

The Act opened a legitimized dialogue between parents and broadcasters/local 

stations.  As Bill Johnson, then-deputy chief of the FCC’s mass media bureau in 1990, 

stated, “‘This changes the environment [in which broadcasters operate].’”  Since the Act 

of 1990, Johnson felt that parents could “‘go down to the station and complain, and the 

station couldn’t say ‘Get out of here.’  This creates an arena for discussions.’”207  Even 

Peggy Charren, then-President of the Action for Children's Television (ACT) special-

interest group, who was well-known for her reservations about the Act and her desire for 

it to mandate more stringent measures, admitted in 1990, “‘[Before the law] there was no 

hook to hang the discussion on.’”208 

Additionally, the Act effectively reversed Reagan-era deregulation of the 

commercial content of children’s programming, which had been in effect since 

1984.  The legislation reinstated pre-Reagan limits on ads which aired during children’s 
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shows, with fewer minutes of ads allowed per hour.  Lastly, the Act required the FCC to 

complete an inquiry into the programs which detractors had labelled as program-length 

commercials, and to issue a recommendation as to whether these programs should be 

taken off the air.209 

Calls for greater specificity concerning broadcasters’ obligations under the law by 

the mid-1990s signaled that perhaps the law did not have the teeth that optimistic parties 

had hoped for, but it was hailed as a large step forward in the right direction.  While the 

provision to provide educational programming was not initially a huge success, the 

Baltimore Sun reported that violations of the limits on ad time resulted in fines of 

$25,000-250,000--which were significant amounts, so the Act was not completely 

toothless.210  At least the Act had reminded or alerted many Americans as to what exactly 

was at stake.  As Susan Ness, then-Commissioner of the FCC, stated in 1995, the Act 

governed “the effects of our most pervasive medium (television) on our nation’s most 

precious resource (children).”211 

The cessation of operations of the Action for Children’s Television (ACT) 

lobbying group in 1992 is instructive here in forming our periodization, and in making 

our point that, for some segments of middle-class parents, they felt impassioned to agitate 

for further changes to TV, after they were heartened by the changes begun under 

implementation of the new Children’s Television Act of 1990.  By 1992, special interest 
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groups like ACT stated that the outcome they had campaigned for had largely come about 

with passage of the Children’s Television Act of 1990.  While earlier acts had been 

passed, they were not consistently enforced to an extent that legislators promised that the 

Act of 1990 was to be enforced--and their promises did prove true, mostly.  Thus in light 

of passage of the Children’s Television Act of 1990, ACT, the most prominent interest 

group focused on issues of children’s television, which had been lobbying for changes to 

children’s television and ads since 1968, ceased operations in 1992 as it stated that its 

goals to work to improve the quality of children’s programming had largely been met.212   

However, just because ACT disbanded in 1992 did not mean that the parent’s 

work was done--this merely signified that ACT felt that, from the supply side, the quality 

of children’s programming and the enforcement of the regulations had improved, yet it 

was clear that, from the demand side, interest groups still expected parents to train their 

children in wise and careful consumption of TV content, which many parents tried to do 

throughout the 1990s, continuing the trajectory of the previous decade of parental 

involvement.  

It is clear, then, that average parents became consistently alarmed and involved 

and sprung into action in the 1980s, with the rise of television content which they 

regarded as very clearly exploitative of children, particularly content such as the 

program-length commercial, as well as the reappearance of “hard sell” tactics directed at 

very young kids, including product sponsorship and product placement, and the use of 

product tie-ins and licensed merchandise which was seen as overwhelming the toy 
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stores.  This level of parental concern continued into the 1990s.  There were not any 

entirely new factors involved in the 1990s compared to the 1980s, but rather the 1990s 

generally confirmed the patterns established in the 1980s.  As discussed elsewhere, the 

program-length commercial had appeared as early as 1969, but its use then was relatively 

short-lived, yet when it reappeared in greater force in the 1980s, the presence of this 

practice was seemingly inescapable to parents, and it drew the ire of middle-class parents 

nationwide, as well as served as a metonym for all that parents perceived to be wrong 

with children’s TV in general.  Thus, parents of the 1980s were agitating in favor of the 

position that the experts had taken for decades--that parents should be more involved and 

take an activist stance with regard to their children’s television viewing.   

It is apparent that, by 1990 in this chapter, most parents fully appreciated that they 

should act upon expert advice to regulate their children’s television viewing.  By the 

1990s concerned white middle-class parents wanted to be involved in actually 

determining the content of children's programming, even desiring input into programs on 

cable and satellite networks such as Nickelodeon.  Parents moved to be involved in the 

actual development of children’s shows, and also to suggest changes to shows after they 

had aired.  Parents wanted their feedback to be incorporated.  As parents of the 1990s 

understood that it was their buying decisions and purchasing power that did indeed fund 

children’s programming and therefore also ads aimed at children, they become more 

proactive about influencing television content.213 
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By 1990 parents came to understand that, other than for public programming, 

children’s programming was financed by ad revenues, and companies only purchased ad 

spots during shows which had a demonstrated viewership.  This meant that, as ratings 

went down, companies often pulled their ads, and as ratings went up, companies desired 

additional ads to further their onslaught of child consumers, or new companies wished to 

buy ad slots.  In this way, it could be said that parents allowing their children to watch a 

show--in contributing to viewership numbers--was a parenting decision that actually 

“funded” children’s programming. 

The Clinton administration (1993-2001) pursued and achieved stricter labelling 

on compact discs and movies, and this move emboldened parents to make their views on 

TV programs and ads known to advertisers and television broadcasters, particularly 

public broadcasters.  The administration recognized public sentiment that had been 

present just before the Clinton years, yet this public perception that creators of media 

were taking advantage of parents increased during the Clinton years (1993-2001), and 

parents found the new administration more receptive to their concerns than the previous 

administration, of George H. W. Bush (1989-1993). 

The views of mainstream middle-class parents of the 1990s toward TV clustered 

primarily around concerns about children’s exposure to portrayals of sex and violence,214 

and secondarily around anxieties over increased levels of aggression and obesity in 

children who were heavy TV watchers.215  As related in the Gifts and Guilt chapter, 
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parents of the 1990s appeared to care more about their children’s escalating consumerism 

than parents in previous decades of this study, partly because of their perception that kids 

had too much “stuff” and out of concerns for their own wallets.  Also, as revealed by this 

chapter, parents of the 1980s and 1990s were more concerned than before about the ways 

in which television promoted consumerism, as well as the effects it had on aggression 

and weight gain in children, and the effects of over-sexualized and overly-violent 

content.  Parents of older children, especially, were concerned about sex, violence, foul 

language, and what was generally regarded as crudeness and bad behavior all being 

ostensibly celebrated by the top shows of the 1990s for teens: South Park, Dawson’s 

Creek, The Simpsons, professional wrestling, and The Jerry Springer Show.216 

In the late 1990s, parent Nancy Stokley of Seattle, Washington, was more 

concerned about Dawson’s Creek than Jerry Springer, stating of her daughter’s friends, 

“‘They are all quite into it.  It has hit a nerve,’” and adding that she felt the show was 

“‘ridiculous.’”  Meanwhile parent Carol Orme-Jackson of Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

had forbidden her daughter to watch the show, only to find out that her daughter was 

watching it at a friend’s house; one of her main concerns about the show was “‘this kind 

of trashy lifestyle becomes glamorized.’”  Mother Katherine Mahoney, also of 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, stated that as her two children become older teens, she tried 

to restrict their viewing, yet came up against more resistance from her kids than in the 

                                                                                                                                                 
example, W. H. Dietz and S. L. Gortmaker, “Do we fatten our children at the television 
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216 Lawrie Mifflin, “TV Stretches Limits of Taste, to Little Outcry,” New York Times (6 
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past.  She admitted that she felt slightly hopeless when she surveyed society in general: 

“‘It’s a part of life.  I’m of the notion that life is a soap opera [these days].’”217  Ms. 

Mahoney stated that she still tried to control her children’s TV consumption, even as she 

felt it was a Sisyphean task, when sending her kids out into a world so full of the sex, 

violence, and antisocial behavior displayed on TV, and from which she was trying to 

protect them. 

Father-of-five Robert Bowden from Cottage Grove, Tennessee, stated 

unequivocally in 1995 about TV, “‘I think it has a bad influence,’”218 presenting the view 

of the majority of parents of the 1990s who felt that the sex and violence portrayed on TV 

affected children’s behavior, as opposed to the minority of parents who felt that such 

portrayals had little to no effect on children’s behavior.  Raymond Dieter, a father of four 

from Essexville, Michigan, stated that he tried hard to always monitor what his children 

watched on TV, as “‘kids are always going to want to watch what we don’t want them 

to.’”  In a New York Times poll of 1,209 adults in 1995, 84 percent of the parents said 

they had forbidden their children from watching a specific TV show by name, with the 

shows most commonly listed as off-limits being Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, for 

younger kids, and Beavis and Butt-Head, on the MTV network, for older kids. 219  Mother 

of two Denise O’Hara of Roswell, Georgia, in 1995 echoed the complaints of most 

middle-class parents of the 1990s that TV fare was creating kids who were inured to the 
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coarser strains in pop culture; she felt that most kids take took many behavioral cues from 

TV, “‘It’s the way they talk, and the way they view life in general.”220  Like most parents 

of the 1990s, she stated that she tried hard to limit her kids’ TV consumption--even as she 

feared that her kids would be exposed to vulgarity and violence eventually in the society 

at large, even as she sheltered them from it within the home. 

Although many parents of the 1990s were disconsolate and discouraged about 

their ability to successfully protect their children from pop culture emphases on sex and 

violence, they were slightly more hopeful about their chance to insulate children from 

unwise buying decisions or to attempt to counteract the escalating children’s 

consumerism of the decade.  Speaking for many parents of the 1990s, Milton Chen, a 

father, and then-Director of the Center for Education and Lifelong Learning at San 

Francisco’s public television station in 1996 believed that parents could guide advertisers 

to only sponsor or buy ad spots within TV programs that parents approved of for their 

kids.  Chen argued that parents had the authority and autonomy to affect their children’s 

buying decisions by determining which ads their children saw associated with which 

shows.  Chen argued: “‘Parents are the power.  We're the ones paying for the products 

that pay for the ads that pay for the programs.”  Chen believed, “‘If parents had more 

information [about which advertisers bought ad spots within which programs], they could 

vote with their dollars.’”221  This awakening of parents to their potential influence as 

consumers (“vote with your wallet”)--by both buying and refusing to purchase certain 
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goods--echoes the Gifts and Guilt chapter and the 1990s activist parents who were ready 

to react against and attempt to alter the status quo, including parent Fred Gosman, who 

spoke out against spoiling middle-class children with large amounts of consumer goods. 

Expert Reactions to Parenting of 1980s-1990s Regarding Television 

Experts from the 1980s-1990s worried about many of the same issues as parents 

in these decades; however, their levels of anxiety were much higher, and their suggested 

solutions to problems posed by TV and consumerism were much more strict, harsh, and 

uncompromising than the solutions adopted by most middle-class parents.  Experts 

worried that children were being exposed to content that had no redeeming cultural or 

educational value; that was over-sexualized; and that was over-reliant on violence to 

attract and maintain viewership.  Parenting commentators worried that the plotlines of 

shows were too mature and could result in children who were cynical and jaded.  These 

experts also worried that studies showed that TV viewing could result in increased levels 

of aggression and obesity in kids.222 

Experts were also concerned that, by the 1980s-1990s, after three full decades of 

the television age, programs and ads were becoming increasingly rude and outlandish in 

order to “out do” themselves and deliver more viewers and influence more sales than in 

previous decades.  Experts felt that TV was exploitative of the parent-child relationship, 

as well as of the trust that some parents placed in TV, and many children placed in 

TV.  According to UMBC professor Karen Stoddard in 1980, “TV sees itself as a 
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business that exists to deliver heads--you--to advertisers.  Television shows are designed 

to hold your attention until the commercial comes on, and the children are the most 

vulnerable targets of this planning.”223  Stoddard added, “Kids don't stand a chance 

against a medium that understands them more than they understand it.”224  This was a 

representative expert concern for the 1980s-1990s. 

Newsprint reporters echoed the dilemma perceived by parenting experts across 

the 1980s-1990s, in which they saw a triumvirate of parents, children, and advertisers as 

an uneasy and potentially disruptive triad of forces, at times working in tandem and at 

times working at cross-purposes.  These journalists made statements such as, from 1980: 

“Commercials, which appeal to the dreams and desires of impressionable youngsters, are 

the culprits [to blame for tense family relationships], pitting children against their parents, 

turning kids into sales agents.”225 

Experts of the 1990s largely echoed the concerns of their predecessors in the 

1980s.  The acknowledgement of children as a significant market and one which would 

inevitably include their parents in many buying decisions was reflected in the views of 

Rick Kogan writing in 1991 for the Chicago Tribune.  He believed that corporate concern 

for bottom-line profits had resulted in ads aimed at children almost all adopting the “hard 

sell” approach.  Kogan believed the industry felt that “Ads geared to children must be 

more powerful than those aimed at adults because the kids must be turned into active 
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lobbyists of the products being pitched,”226 and he felt this was an unfair influence on 

children’s buying decisions.  Kogan implied that ads pitched to adults only had to 

convince one person regarding a buying decision, whereas ads meant for children likely 

had to convert two individuals--a child and a parent--into making a purchasing decision, 

so they had to be more insistent, alluring, and forceful in their appeals.  Also, one of 

those individual potential buyers was a person whom society regarded as not a credible 

witness and who often did not possess full fiscal autonomy from the family structure--a 

child. 

In conclusion, above we have seen that by the 1980s-1990s, parents were much 

more willing to listen to experts and to consistently put their advice into effect; this was 

an important historical change which not only affected the relationship between parents 

and experts, but also impacted relations within the family, between parents and children--

although these relations were not affected as clearly as the relations between parents and 

experts.  We will see in the next few sections concerning the 1950s-1970s that children 

were generally enamored of the new medium in the first three decades of the TV 

age.  Although some parents were not thrilled about TV fare, TV did not cause recurring, 

intense conflicts in homes in this era, the 1950s-1970s.  However, we will discover that 

by the 1980s-1990s, issues of television came to result in quite consistent patterns of 

increased tensions and conflict in homes between parents and children.  
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Selected Children’s Responses to Television of the 1950s-1970s 

Children in the first three decades of the TV age had overwhelmingly positive 

views of the new medium.  Opinions across the 1950s-1970s reflected the reality that, 

unlike adults, children were not overly concerned with the historical genesis of the 

conventions of television, or the squabbles with the government in Washington, D.C., 

over the extent to regulate TV programs and ads.  Children had mostly optimistic and 

uncomplicated views of TV.  Robert Lewis Shayon, writing for the Christian Science 

Monitor in the 1950s, remarked that young children’s feelings on the topic of television 

were often difficult to find in print, but one unnamed boy of 7 interviewed in 1950 likely 

stated the impression of many children at the time when he claimed, “I like television 

better than radio because you can see what is happening.”227  

Additionally, when children were asked about their own opinions on television 

and ads, not only did they openly admit that they were using television as inspiration as 

to which toys to request, and that they were canvassing for more consumer goods, but 

that they also negotiated about other family rules, as well, including rules regarding the 

number of hours spent watching television and avoiding chores and homework, as well as 

rules concerning bedtimes.   

For instance, when asked her views in 1950, elementary-schooler Nettie stated 

that she liked the television because: “I have an excuse for staying up late, ‘just let me see 

the end of this film,’ she says to her mother and her mother replies, ‘Well, just this once,’ 

” yet Nettie adds that her mother “‘does this every night.’”  Nettie concluded, “‘If I didn’t 
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have television, do you think I could find something to do every night?’”228  Data across 

1950-2000 showed that Nettie was far from alone among children in holding television as 

her favorite leisure activity, and in exploiting the timing of television shows in a quest to 

stay up past a regularly-scheduled bedtime. 

Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of children of the 1960s appeared to have 

enjoyed TV as much as children of the first decade of the television era.  Television was 

used as a means to socialize and as a cultural touchstone for children’s popular culture, as 

well as to gain a chance to converse with peers and bond over shared viewing habits.  As 

with the 1950s, many kids were not reticent to exploit TV as a way to stay up late, or to 

delay or avoid doing homework.  Throughout the 1960s, most kids in middle-class homes 

were able to convince their parents to let them watch shows of which the parents 

disapproved simply by stating that “all the other kids are allowed to watch.”229  One of 

our best indicators of what children really liked to watch was the compilations of 

viewership statistics from companies such as Nielsen.  As one commentator in the 1960s 

noted, no matter that most parents thought what their kids watched was “stupid” (Bugs 

Bunny, Kooky the Kat, The Three Stooges, Fun-a-rama), kids appeared to love such 

programming, as “they would doubtless express satisfaction with whatever they are 

getting” based on the numbers reported by polls.230  The fact that the highest viewing 

numbers were consistently for shows that many adults felt were not worthwhile in any 
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way, reminds us that the 1960s were a decade of parental disinterest to regulate children’s 

TV choices. 

In addition to stating that children should not watch the shows mentioned above 

because adults viewed the shows as complete “time-wasters,”231 experts in the 1960s also 

insisted that children should not be watching Westerns, when in fact most children were 

doing exactly that.  Viewing statistics show that many kids watched Westerns, even teens 

who had more leisure activities other than TV offered to them than younger kids, who 

were not old enough to participate in school sports and the like.  One teen even went so 

far as to write in to the newspaper in 1969 following an unflattering review of the film 

Wild, Wild West, starring Michael Dunn.  Geraldine Visco, aged 14, of Burlington, 

Massachusetts, stated in her letter to the editor that critics “missed the whole point of the 

program,” and slammed them for being out-of-date and out-of-touch.  Critics had 

portrayed the show as crass, unintelligent, uninteresting, and as having low production 

values.  Visco countered: “This type of thing is acceptable to the young people”--

meaning that the show was presented as “high camp” on purpose, and that the producers 

of the show did this deliberately to be “fun.”232 

Children’s responses to TV of the 1970s were in line with their responses of the 

1950s and 1960s, and they often had many more programs to choose from than in the two 

previous decades.  Additionally, many more shows than in the past either catered to 

children, or included children on the cast; as TV critic Tom Shales put it in 1977, 
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“Television land is kiddie land.”233  Eleven-year-old Mason Reese insisted in 1977, 

“‘Kids need TV.  They really do.’”  Melissa Gilbert, 13 in 1977, was not atypical of 

many kids of the 1970s when she expressed her fondness for TV to a reporter, “‘I’m a TV 

weirdo.  I’m a TV freak.  I LOVE television.’”  When her parents expressed dismay at 

the number of hours she watched, she stated that she told them facetiously that many of 

the shows were educational.  When Melissa’s mother was incredulous about this claim, 

Melissa stated that she always replied, “‘That all depends on how you look at 

it.’” 234  Melissa’s parents were representative of the decade in the way in which they 

expressed concern over their children’s TV choices, yet stopped short of actually 

dictating which shows children could watch. 

We will see below that the changed parental attitudes to their children’s TV 

viewing in the 1980s and 1990s affected kids in very certain ways.  During the period of 

parental disinterest to regulate children’s TV viewing in the 1950s-1970s, we have seen 

that parents and children were more in alignment--and that if some parents disagreed with 

their children’s viewing habits, they were still loath to intervene--and experts felt largely 

ignored.  However, beginning in the 1980s, parents were more consistently concerned to 

regulate their children’s TV consumption, and this resulted in a changed relationship 

between parents and experts in the 1980s-1990s in which they felt more commonality as 

regards children’s TV viewing.  There was also evidence of changed relationships 

between parents and children, as tension over children’s viewing was more common in 
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the 1980s-1990s than it had been in previous decades.  In the 1980s-1990s, as parents and 

children were more likely to disagree, parents and experts were more likely to agree. 

Issues of Homework, 1950s-1970s  

A strong theme of children’s reactions to TV included the issue of whether the 

majority of children in each decade felt that TV watching adversely affected their 

homework completion.  It appeared that in the 1950s, in the first decade of the TV era, 

some children felt that TV had a negative effect on their homework and on their studies 

in general, at least initially.  Bob Mason, who was a junior in high school in 1950, and 

Charles Shannon, who was a sophomore, both felt that “their grades had dropped as a 

result of viewing too many programs when they first got their sets,” and Mason insisted 

that he did more studying after the first year, when the “novelty” had worn off.  Kathy 

Pierce, who was a senior in 1950, maintained that her grades had not changed--although 

she may have been atypical--and that she used TV “mostly to entertain my friends on 

weekends,” rather than as a leisure activity during the week.  Sophomore Andrew 

Ahlgren stated matter-of-factly in 1950, “‘My studies didn’t drop, but I had to stay up a 

little later to study.’”  He felt that most expert concern about television viewing was 

misplaced, insisting instead that most kids at his school got their homework done despite 

the advent of TV simply because “they have to” in order to graduate.235 

An unnamed high school senior in 1957 confided to researchers, “‘My problem is 

TV.  You see my school work is being neglected and my marks are beginning to show 
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this negligence.  But time, when watching television, goes by so fast, and there are so 

many good programs [...] it has become a handicap to me, and I’m sure that many young 

people of my age have this same handicap.’” 

In a survey of thousands of high schoolers in 1957 by the Purdue Opinion Panel, 

most admitted “television does interfere with homework.”  One unnamed senior said she 

knew she had to resist the temptation to watch TV, “‘At home, it’s TV versus 

studying.  If I am to succeed in my studies, I must not be tempted to watch television too 

much.’”  Another girl, also a senior, placed the onus more on her family than on herself, 

stating in 1957, “‘Our house is small, so I don’t have a quiet room in which to study.  Of 

course the programs get your attention and then you're sunk.  I can’t very well kick the 

TV, my mother, and my father out of the house, so what am I to do?’”236  It was unclear 

if these teens were typical of the decade, though, as many of them were honor students 

and thus were not representative of the “average” American teen of the 1950s. 

Children of the 1960s continued the attitudes and behaviors of children of the 

1950s as regards TV and homework.  By 1960, 90 percent of American homes had at 

least one TV, so the medium was ubiquitous and some would say, inescapable.  In 

addition to liking TV, many children insisted that it did not interfere with homework 

completion, and even that they were learning a lot from educational offerings such as 

those about science and foreign countries.237  In a nationwide survey of thousands of high 

schoolers conducted in 1960 by the Purdue Opinion Panel under the leadership of Dr. H. 
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H. Remmers, these teens insisted that TV was not a negative force in their lives, even as 

they questioned the truthfulness of TV ads and criticized about half of the programs as 

not very good.  One high school senior interviewed stated of TV, “‘It’s a good way to 

unwind,’” and a sophomore boy added, “‘It’s free and it’s always there.’”238  A 15-year-

old writing in to the Los Angeles Times in 1961 concurred with these teens, and stated 

that he could complete his homework and other activities, such as TV, as well--the secret 

was in proper planning.  Richard Hallick wrote, “Homework can be finished each night if 

the student schedules his work and follows the schedule.  He can still allow time for other 

activities.”239  A very small minority of youth in the 1960s admitted to a conflict of 

interest between TV and schoolwork, which resulted in tension between parents and 

children.  One mother who wrote in to “Dear Abby” in 1963 stated that when she asked 

her 14-year-old daughter to turn the TV off and do her homework, “she tells me to shut 

up.”240  However, this type of disagreement was very rare in the 1960s, and was likely 

attributable to the fact that the mother and the daughter did not get along in general, even 

on issues that did not center around TV viewing. 

The decade of the 1970s followed on from the 1950s and 1960s in terms of 

children’s views on TV and homework, and represented the last decade before the 1980s-

1990s era of heavy homework, grade inflation, and a proliferation of cable channels 

resulted in tensions between parents and children over TV and homework being the 
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norm, rather than the exception.  Up through the late 1970s, even in high-achieving urban 

or northeastern school districts, the homework levels were still consistently below 45 

minutes a night.241  However, totals for the 1980s were, for high schoolers, over an hour 

each night plus at least an hour on one weekend day; according to the Census Bureau, the 

median time per night was 6.5 hours per week for public schools, and 14.2 hours per 

week for private schools.242 

By the 1990s in some school systems, 12 percent of seniors spent 11-15 hours a 

week on homework, and 11 percent of seniors spent 16 or more hours a week on 

homework, just for comparison with the 1970s.243  These children of the 1970s continued 

to insist that TV did not adversely affect their homework or their grades, or their 

performance at school the next day, if they were allowed to watch on a school 

night.  Remember that as late as 1977, a Gallup poll reported that a full 50 percent of 

parents with an oldest child of 12 or younger put no limits at all on TV viewing in their 

house, and 70 percent of parents with an oldest child of 13 or older did not impose any 

restrictions.244  Children, being fond of TV and not fond of homework generally, used 

these numbers to their advantage. 
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While the above Gallup poll reported that many parents were not concerned to 

limit their children’s television viewing, there were some parents who did--although their 

children were not above resorting to sneaky methods to get around parental prohibitions, 

as the following anecdote demonstrates.  Writer and father-of-four William Gildea 

revealed in 1977 that he came to find a young child who was not his consistently 

lounging in his living room.  It turned out that he was known in the neighborhood as a 

parent who was “running a lax ship” with regard to TV, and the child was a neighbor who 

came over on school nights to watch cartoons, as he was not allowed to watch cartoons at 

his house.  The school-aged children of this father were typical of the decade in their 

insistence that TV did not interfere with homework completion, even on the nights when 

they had to stay up late to finish work because they had watched certain shows first.  Mr. 

Gildea wrote that it was not uncommon for him to come across, in his house, “youths 

daydreaming about what they’re missing on TV” while doing homework, or after “lights 

out,” for him to find a child doing homework by the glow of a flashlight in his bedroom. 

Like many parents with similar quandaries in this decade, his efforts to get his 

children to watch less TV and go to bed earlier were most often met with half-hearted 

resistance such as “‘Gee dad, I’ve got a little math to do’”245--we will have to wait until 

the 1980s and 1990s before we see sustained opposition and bad fights over homework in 

average families.  Perhaps parents and kids who did not fight over homework and TV in 

the 1970s were on to something, though: a study of 10,000 students conducted in 1976 

found that what made the real difference in standardized test scores was whether students 
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were from a school district that assigned homework, or not, and that moderate amounts of 

TV viewing had little effect on school performance.  The study found that, “The students 

who had no assigned homework did poorly regardless of how much or how little 

television they watched.”246 

Lastly as regards homework-TV issues of the 1970s comes testimony from a 

representative kid who wrote in to the Boston Globe in 1979 under the pen name “An 

Open Book.”  He stated that, like many kids, he saved TV as a treat for after his 

schoolwork was complete, “[...] after finishing some particularly difficult homework, I 

like to flop down in front of the TV and let somebody else entertain me.”  He added that 

TV had not adversely affected his grades or his scholarly approach, “Watching TV has 

never curbed my intellectual or cultural growth.  I do pretty well in school [and] love to 

read.”247  In this assertion that TV did not interfere with school or with homework, he 

was typical of children of the 1970s. 

Changed Children’s Responses to TV in Light of Changes in Parenting of the 1980s-

1990s 

As one might expect, there were changed children’s responses to TV in light of 

the changes in parenting of the 1980s and 1990s, in which many parents were more 

actively involved and engaged in regulating, or attempting to regulate, their children’s 

TV viewing habits.  Whereas in the 1950s-1970s, children and parents had been aligned 

on matters of TV--generally disagreeing with or disregarding expert advice on TV 
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watching--by the 1980s-1990s, it was parents and experts who were, at least theoretically, 

more in alignment, with most children resenting the groups of adults’ views on what they 

regarded as a highly entertaining leisure activity.  The changed attitudes of parents of the 

1980s-1990s resulted in new arguments in the house over TV and consumerism, and 

exaggerated concerns over older issues, such as the impact of TV on homework 

completion. 

The 1980s marked the first decade in this study in which major disagreements 

between parents and children over issues of TV appeared consistently in the historical 

record.  Namely, younger children fought with parents over watching shows like He-

Man, which was perceived by parents as violent and inane, and even My Little Pony, 

which parents disliked because of the way they perceived it to accelerate children’s 

consumerism and result in more requests each week, for new and different pony toys that 

had been released to coincide with their first appearance on the show as a 

character.  Older children waged battles with parents over such TV fare as Three’s 

Company, The A-Team, Married...With Children, and ChiPs, which parents generally 

regarded as portraying subject matter that was too mature, or behavior that was 

disrespectful to bourgeois norms. 

When kids had TV taken away, either as a school assignment or as a punishment, 

they were generally shocked and saddened by their loss.  Chicago, Illinois, middle-

schooler Helen Norris told a reporter she felt bereft, “‘Sometimes I sat and wondered 

what did kids do [sic] when the television wasn't invented.’”  Her classmate Shelia 

McGee stated that she “‘struggled to avoid her favorite programs [including] The 
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Incredible Hulk and Charlie’s Angels,’” admitting, “‘some days I just roamed around the 

house, I couldn’t find anything to do.’”248   

Kids later in the decade and elsewhere in the U.S. overwhelmingly seconded such 

views as those of the kids in Chicago.  For instance, referring to a parental ban on TV in 

her house in 1984, Elaine Costello stated, “‘It’s not going very well.  I don't have 

anything to do.’”  Her classmate Donna Bonato, concurred, “‘At first I was really upset, 

really mad.’”  Matthew O’Connell, a fellow student at Farmington High School in 

Connecticut, stated, “‘I am not really behind this at all.’”249  His sister, Susan O’Connell, 

agreed that she was not in favor of the TV blackout experiment, “‘I’m wandering around, 

looking for something to do.’”250 

In 1983, reporter Marilyn Gardner related to readers an exchange she had with her 

12-year-old-daughter.  The daughter noticed that her mom was reading the book 

Breaking the TV Habit: A Four-Week Program to Help You and Your Family Gain 

Control of Your Television Viewing, by Joan Wilkins; her daughter inquired why her 

mother was reading that book, and the mother, Mrs. Gardner, stated that it was in 

                                                 
248 Casey Bunas, “Month without TV sobers some Chicago kids,” Baltimore Sun (11 
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preparation for an interview with the author.  Her daughter, visibly worried and upset, 

pleaded, “‘Please don't write a story about that.  It could change my life.  I like TV.’”251 

Following a school assignment to give up TV for a month, Clara Stevens 

remarked to a journalist, somberly, that she felt that she and many of her schoolmates had 

been mistaking the medium for an actual friend, rather than a surrogate relationship, 

“‘Children and TV spend so much time together they begin to become close 

friends.’”252  Her lament was not typical, though. 

As families entered the 1990s, the TV battle lines were drawn, similarly to the 

1980s, with kids fighting against parental attempts to limit their time with their new 

“friend,” television.  In the 1990s, younger children fought with their parents to watch 

shows like Mighty Morphin Power Rangers, which parents deemed to be mindless and 

violent, while older kids begged to watch programs like The Simpsons, Beavis and Butt-

Head, Dawson’s Creek, Roseanne, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and Beverly Hills, 90210--

many of which were intended for an adult audience, yet received many teenaged viewers. 

Children of the 1990s--mostly older teens--rather consistently defended watching 

shows which their parents had deemed inappropriate, most often stating that they had to 

watch what their friends watched otherwise they would not have much in common with 

their peers, or insisting that the shows had some redeeming quality or that teens were 

exposed to factors like sex and violence in their everyday life, anyway.  Many middle-

                                                 
251 Marilyn Gardner, “‘Rediscovering Life’ By Turning Off the Television,” Christian 
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class families of the 1990s were marked by this type of “power struggle.”253  Beckie 

McNeill, aged 14, related to the Wall Street Journal in 1994, that even though her mother 

had banned her from watching certain shows, such as Beverly Hills, 90210, she still 

called friends on the phone when the shows aired so they could talk her through a “play-

by-play,” so she would not fall behind on the plotline.  This was one way in which 

children, especially teens, responded to changes in parenting of the 1980s and 1990s, 

including the move toward a stricter parental approach to TV. 

Also in 1994, the teenagers of Sleepy Eye, Minnesota, united to attempt to fight a 

city ban on MTV.  16-year-old junior Chris Braun voiced representative teen complaints 

when she insisted to a reporter, “‘MTV is our porthole to the outside world.’”254  17-year-

old honor student Ryan Deibele of Sleepy Eye insisted that there were not any teenagers 

in the city who took shows like Beavis and Butt-Head seriously, remarking instead that 

kids tended to think the characters, “‘are stupid.’”  He insisted, “‘I don't think there's any 

way the show could cause a problem’” in his town, since all the regular viewers knew it 

was tongue-in-cheek.255  In other parts of the country, as well, teens immensely enjoyed 

shows on MTV and networks like Comedy Central, which aired the South Park 

series.  Drew Skillman, a 17-year-old in Bellevue, Washington, stated in 1998 that he and 

his friends watched the show South Park despite parental disapproval because it was 

original, clever, and entertaining.  He felt, “‘It breaks the politically correct rules that are 
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all over TV right now,’” and stated of the show, “‘It’s refreshing; it’s no-holds-

barred.’”256 

Issues of Homework, 1980s-1990s 

By the dawn of the new decade of the 1980s, parents--as well as some children--

started to worry, and some even acted upon fears that TV viewing adversely affected 

homework and grades.  Here was another manifestation of new levels of 

concern.  Homework loads nationwide were increasing in the 1980s and especially the 

1990s as schools adjusted to the growth of the knowledge-based economy, and as many 

high schools adopted more options for accelerated and advanced courses, dropped 

vocational courses, and loosened compulsory requirements for non-academic courses 

such as P.E.  This increased homework workload coincided with, and at times magnified, 

the larger trajectory of increased parental interest in regulating children's TV 

consumption.  When a 7th- and 8th-grade class in Chicago, Illinois, in 1979 (on the eve 

of the new decade) undertook a homework assignment to abstain from TV watching for 

one month, it made some of the students think hard about the correlation between TV and 

school success.  Some pupils, like Darren Crowder, found their grades improved, stating, 

“‘I had more time to do my homework neater and better.  I used to get rotten grades but 

now I am doing better and I have better study habits.’”257 

Student T. Williams confided to a reporter in 1979 that the experiment made her 

realize the error of her ways, “When I had homework [before the TV blackout 
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assignment], I would say to myself, ‘Well, I think I’ll watch this show first and then do 

my work,’ but I continued to put it off until I just didn’t do it.”  This led her to conclude 

that TV was “sabotaging” students’ minds and “they just can't stop watching 

it.” 258  Michelle Beeland said that the experiment made her realize her level of internal 

conflict about TV and schoolwork, stating, “Half of me said, ‘Go watch that TV,’” and 

the other half of her told her not to watch it.  Finally, student Kimberly Green announced 

to a journalist that the no-TV experiment had given her a change of heart, stating that her 

new personal motto was: “‘Turn off the TV and turn on thinking.’”259  Although, it must 

be said that Ms. Green was not typical of the decade, and it was unknown if she made her 

lifestyle changes permanent after the assignment to give up TV had ended. 

Children reacted to increased parental concern about how TV affected grades and 

homework in the 1980s mostly by minimizing their parents’ anxieties and continuing to 

watch TV even if they had been told to cut it out or cut down on hours.  Children often 

resorted to subterfuge such as watching TV at a friend’s house or a neighbor’s 

house.  Remember that in contrast to the 1950s-1970s, parents of the 1980s-1990s were 

actively engaged and involved in regulating their children’s TV viewing, with up to 40 

percent of parents imposing some limits on when and how TV was watched, even for 

older teens.260  The 1980s were the first decade in this study in which there were parents 

who referred disparagingly to their children as “TV addicts.” There were also some 
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parents who took extreme measures such as giving away the TV or taking it to work with 

them during the week, to address behavioral issues or problems with homework 

completion and declining grades.261 

Mother Susan Scott confided to a reporter in 1989 that in 1987, her 9-year-old son 

Ian spent about 4-and-a-half hours in front of the TV each school night, and even more 

on weekends; she called him “a little zombie.”  Each night after she came home from 

work, she noticed his “homework shoved to one side.”  First she told Ian not to watch TV 

after school--but as she was not home to enforce this, he did anyway.  Then she took the 

knobs off the set, yet Ian simply used pliers to turn the dials.  Lastly, she started taking 

the TV set to work with her during the week, but Ian responded by going to a friend’s 

house to watch his favorite shows.262 

Regarding her son, Ian’s, plight, Ms. Scott related that in 1988, when her son was 

10, she did the previously unthinkable: sold the TV, and forbade Ian from watching it in 

others’ homes.  Initially, life without TV was difficult for Ian, “‘I guess I was bored and 

felt kind of mopey,’” and his mother related that he “just wandered around the apartment 

in shock, like he had lost his best friend” and kept asking her “‘When are we going to get 

another TV?’”  After the first few months, Ian began to adjust, grudgingly, to his new 

reality.  He and his mother stated that the biggest improvements in life post-TV were: that 

they talked all the time once his mom got home from work each weekday; that they really 
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came to know each other better; and that Ian’s grades went up263--adding weight to the 

assertion of most parents, and some kids, of the 1980s that when TV time decreased, 

homework completion increased. 

Rounding out the final decade of this study, the 1990s brought mostly a 

continuation of the trends of the 1980s regarding children’s opinions and actions on the 

TV-homework issue.  News media outlets blossomed in the 1990s with reports of 

exasperated parents who initiated TV blackouts or sold or gave away their TV 

sets.  Parents remarked upon such resulting phenomena as “testy children at loose 

ends.”  Kids, for their part, mainly responded in horror at the news their family would 

give up TV.  Yet over time, many reported better school performance after their families 

gave up TV.  In 1992, the Mendez family decided to go without TV, and then-15-year-

old Charis confided to the Wall Street Journal, “‘It was terrible--I hated it.’”264  By 1994, 

Charis related to the paper that she did enjoy feeling that she had more quality time with 

her family members, and whereas two years before she had been failing 4 of her 7 classes 

at school, in 1994 she had a “B” average.  Rachel Feldman, who was 10 years old in 

1994, corroborated Charis’ account, and stated that she thought she got straight “A’s” 

because of her family’s no-TV policy.  She admitted that she and her sister had binge-

watched TV in the two weeks when they went to their grandparents’ house, but even 
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then, as she was not used to the medium, she conceded that “‘it makes my head hurt and 

gets boring.’”265 

Overall, we have seen that kids of the 1980s and 1990s were generally not as 

concerned as their parents were about the adverse effects of TV on homework and on 

success at school--however, when pressed, some children admitted that when they had 

phases in their life with less TV, they tended to have better grades or do a better job on 

their homework.  Kids of the 1980s and 1990s were parallel to those of the 1950s-1970s 

in terms of basically being fond of the medium, although it was in the final two decades 

of the study that there was evidence of more than a few kids who were not consistently 

enamored of TV viewing, or who worried that TV might harm their grades.  Children did 

not, of course, worry half as much as their parents of the 1980s and 1990s that TV had a 

negative impact on school performance, as related in the Parental Responses 

section.  Those atypical children of the 1980s and 1990s who did give up TV either of 

their own accord, or because of the intervention of parents or teachers, did admit that 

their grades went up and a frequent response was that they got to know their friends and 

family members a lot better--an indication that, by the end of this study, some children 

were beginning to sense that the way in which TV was increasingly a solitary activity, 

was not necessarily a positive development for its viewers. 
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Summing It Up: How Did Television Fit in with Historical Trends? Television as a 

Facet of the Historical Trend Toward Solitary Play 

1950-2000 saw the emergence of two trends: greater numbers of hours watched, 

and greater likelihood of solo television viewing.  In addition to the vast increases in 

viewing programs and commercials discussed above, children were also emerging as 

increasingly likely to be solitary viewers of television.  In this time period the historical 

development noted by Dr. Howard Chudacoff was already well underway, that toys 

marketed to children were increasingly designed for individual play, such as 

crayons.  This was in distinction to toys meant for group play as before, which had been 

the norm for all of American history prior to about 1900, as noted by Dr. Steven 

Mintz.  As Mintz wrote, “Modern manufactured playthings implied a solitariness that was 

not part of childhood before the twentieth century.”266  Group play was the most common 

form of play before the turn of the twentieth century.  Dr. Mintz placed the transition 

about 1900 in light of the fact that 1903 marked the first annual commercial toy fair in 

the U.S., as well as the introduction by Crayola of the first affordable, multicolored 

crayons for a mainstream consumer retail market.  Of course, prior to the turn of the 

century, “most playthings--marbles, kites, skates, jump ropes, hoops, and balls--were 

meant for group play.”267 

Television-watching exacerbated or exaggerated an already extant trend toward 

solitary play being more common than group play for American children.  Chudacoff 
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noted that prior to 1950 the pattern was already well underway for it to be more common 

for a child to play individually than as a group.268  In addition, my research has found that 

after 1950, not only were children more likely to be playing alone, they were increasingly 

playing indoors and/or in front of the television.  All of these historical factors together--

the focus on indoor play, the shift to television as the predominant leisure activity, and 

the trend toward individual play--resulted in what some experts across 1950-2000 viewed 

as children seeming emotionally unfulfilled. 

Playwright Robert Lewis Shayon asserted in 1950, echoing what would become a 

common complaint from experts across 1950-2000, that television was “[...] not a 

genuine experience, but merely a substitute for genuine experience.”269  

As well as numbers of programs and commercials viewed each week, money 

spent on children’s programming and advertising aimed at children also increased greatly 

in 1950-2000, in addition to money earned by or linked to television.  There was a vast 

increase in sales revenues which were listed as linked to television, including attributed to 

licensed products, product tie-ins, and program-length commercials, in the years in which 

these types of appeals were aired.  As this chapter has shown thus far, most children had 

an almost instant attachment to and fondness for TV as soon as they were introduced to 

it, and even, many of them also professed attachments to the ads themselves--if not for 

their content necessarily, then for what they represented to many kids: the chance to 

appear up-to-date with peers, and the chance for future interactions with friends, 
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schoolmates, and parents.  Children also used television as an excuse to help them push 

the envelope with family rules, including rules on bedtimes and on completing homework 

before starting a leisure activity.  These were the most common patterns of children's 

responses to television in the era studied, 1950-2000.   

Taken as a whole, TV as a leisure-time activity was seen, in general, by most 

children as an enjoyable pursuit, even relatively uncontroversial, and did not provoke as 

many concerns in most families, as it did for experts.  Families were operating with a 

practical understanding that “The child usually does most of his viewing when (and 

because) his mother is busiest,”270 including when mothers--and some fathers--were 

preparing dinner and doing laundry.  This meant that the viewing window in which 

children watched the most TV each day was the hour or two of the day when the primary 

caretaker was most pressed for time; this was often an hour or two in the morning, as well 

as an hour or two in the evening.  It was not necessarily true to say that mothers near the 

end of the era were busier than they had been earlier in the era; however, it was certainly 

true that as time progressed, children were less busy in the house and outdoors than they 

had been in previous decades, and as time passed after the end of the Baby Boom circa 

1964, children were likely to have fewer siblings with whom to play than in previous 

generations, thus exacerbating the trend already noted toward solitary play. 

In addressing whether parents, particularly mothers, allowed children to watch 

“too much” TV, there were many factors at play.  One aspect was that, of course, we 

must interrogate the underlying assumption that mothers should have been interacting 
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directly with and educating their children all the time--or that they ever did so.  As 

discussed in the “Gifts and Guilt” chapter, in fact mothers near the end of the era were 

spending more “quality time” with their children than they had earlier in the era, 

nostalgic conceptions to the contrary.271  

Lastly, in an effort to present the other side of the issues just before my 

conclusion, it must be stated that there were not many examples in the historical record of 

disillusioned consumers, although there were a few, as noted in the footnote.  Reports 

from parents and children did not show that TV viewing had the full negative effect 

which experts and social commentators had expected or predicted--or perhaps, to some 

extent, it was true that disappointed consumers did not consistently contact news media 

outlets, or otherwise leave many footprints in the primary sources, and so I cannot access 

many of their stories.272   

                                                 
271 “Quality time” was defined in most studies as meaning that the parent was primarily 
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Television viewing involved more than passivity and considerable isolation, of 

course--even though evidence of the more dire alleged effects of promoting violence and 

aggression remained elusive at best.  More hours in front of the TV, and more 

commercial investment in advertisements and programs for children, obviously had a 

direct bearing on appetites for consumerism.  Again, parents--even the ones who were 

more sensitive to familiar problems like the “gimmes” or wish lists--did not seem to have 

registered great concern about this connection, at least until the 1980s.  Doubtless, they 

expected to be able to handle children’s appetites more directly, often through shopping 

guidance or allowance levels.  But the role of television in stimulating higher levels of 

consumerism in children deserves consideration, creating in some cases new tensions 

between children’s aspirations and parental goals.  As parents began to seek a more direct 

role in monitoring viewing habits, they also tried to intervene in consumer expectations 

as well--which could generate its own conflicts with some of the children who looked to 

television as a guide to acquisition.  

Across 1945 to 2000, the societal ideals behind the assumption that mothers 

should directly interact with children at all times were consistently unrealistic for the vast 

majority of middle-class families.  However, this unattainable ideal became even more 

exaggerated in the final two decades of the study, when periodically there were elements 

of moral panic behind concerns about children's television viewing, which coincided with 

and amplified existing concerns about maternal attentions to children.  Looking at the 

data from 55 years, it was apparent that most television watching did not result in lasting 

harm to children, other than the statistical outliers who developed problem behaviors 
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after having watched extremely violent and sexualized shows and movies meant for an 

adult audience.  Beginning in the 1980s, there was concern among experts such as 

pediatricians that excessive screen time could result in a child being at higher risk for 

aggression or obesity.  Yet, the exact cause-effect relationship is still unclear, even today 

in 2017, as it may be that children who were already overweight or obese, were drawn to 

screen-based entertainment, rather than the screen-based entertainment actually making 

the child overweight or obese.  Likewise, children with violent tendencies may have been 

drawn to violent entertainment and sought it out, rather than the entertainment itself 

resulting in an overly aggressive child.  It is interesting to note that, by the close of my 

study in 2000, most kids were not psychopaths from all the TV, although if the experts 

were to be trusted, then they would have predicted that all kids would go off the deep end 

by 2000 from all the television watching. 

 Additionally, regarding the turning point of the 1980s-1990s in parental reactions 

to issues posed by television, this watershed was brought about by a variety of factors, 

including changes in TV content, which was often more sexualized and violent by the 

1980s-1990s, as well as rising parental concerns about aggression and obesity in 

children.  Other major elements at play included changes in FCC rules and regulations 

including in relation to daytime and primetime programing on the networks ABC, CBS, 

and NBC; changes in FCC leadership; the proliferation of cable television channels; and 

near the end of the era, the multiplication of channels available via satellite networks, 

which often took risks with their programming.  There were other historical trends, as 

well, that affected attitudes toward children’s television watching.  For example, there 
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was a correlation between the increase in anxiety about women working outside the home 

in the 1980s brought about by the “culture wars” of that decade, and a renewed emphasis 

on whether “parents” (which often meant just mothers) were doing enough to supervise 

their children's television viewing. 

This fact--simply being pressed for time and energy--may go a long way toward 

explaining why it was that parents across 1950-2000 appeared to have not taken the 

chance to plan their children’s TV viewing in a measured way, sit down with their 

children consistently, or watch many television programs and advertisements with their 

children.  Other than activist parents, parents did not use these cultural products as a 

chance to discuss how to make one’s way in a consumer society, and specifically, how to 

define and make wise buying decisions in order to contain or moderate escalating 

consumerism despite televised inducements to “buy, buy, buy.”  This was a significant 

lost opportunity for parents, who overwhelmingly did not watch television with their 

children--this was understandable, yet inconsistent with their stated parenting goals.  If 

the goal was to create wise consumers, or even to foster the development of happy, 

healthy children who would grow into well-balanced adults, this was not a good 

development, but given the circumstances, it was not surprising. 

Conclusion 

We conclude with the following considerations: how does this chapter add to our 

evaluation of the project of parenting in a consumer age, and how does it add to our 

impressions gleaned from the Buying Decisions chapter?  Parents--consistently across the 

1950s-1970s, and intermittently across the 1980s-1990s--did a horrible job of supervising 
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children’s TV consumption in order to limit their escalating consumerism and immersion 

in consumer culture.  Whereas in the Buying Decisions chapter, parents were quite aware 

of their role in teaching children to make wise purchases, and willing to participate 

consistently in this role, it appears that parents in the Television chapter fell down in their 

responsibilities with regard to TV with a result that their role in monitoring children’s 

consumerism, at least in the 1950s-1970s, was limited and receded more than they had 

expected.  When parents tried to re-insert themselves more meaningfully back into the 

debates in their house over TV and consumerism in the 1980s and 1990s, they were 

mostly rebuffed by their children. 

This chapter has shown that, by the 1980s-1990s, parent-child relations in light of 

the expansion in children’s consumerism were more contentious (or children felt more 

open to expressing contentious emotions) than they had been in the 1950s-1970s, largely 

as a result of the impact of television on consumerism.  Additionally, by the 1980s-1990s, 

parents perceived that they had a large responsibility for regulating their children’s 

exposure and access to television, which experts had been advising since the 1950s.  As 

parental responsibility increased, contentiousness in the household also increased.  While 

most parents of the 1950s-1970s were quite laissez-faire in their approach to TV and 

related children’s consumerism, this did not mean that children received all the toys and 

consumer goods that they requested.  Parents were stricter about TV in the 1980s and 

1990s as, or because, rates of children’s consumerism were accelerating. 

Changing parental attitudes and behaviors toward TV, parenting, and children’s 

consumerism by about 1980 had lasting implications for the expansion in children’s 
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consumerism in the U.S.  Whereas in the 1950s-1970s, parents realized that they were 

responsible to an extent for guiding, facilitating, and even limiting children’s 

consumerism, mainly with regard to Buying Decisions, yet largely did not supervise 

children’s TV viewing, by the 1980s-1990s parents ascertained that they were an 

irreplaceable part of the equation as regards regulating children’s consumerism, including 

by restricting children’s TV consumption.  The parental role increased from one of 

intermittent, amiable leadership or companionship in the 1950s-1970s, to one of a 

ceaseless referee or umpire by the 1980s-1990s. 

Looking ahead, past the parameters of this study, which ends in 2000, it is clear 

that there are parallels between past concerns over television, 1950-2000, and present-day 

anxieties over technology usage by children, including usage of computers, tablets, 

phones, and other mobile devices.  Some of the same concerns present themselves when 

parents worry over television as other types of technology, including the amount of 

“screen time;” the age of the viewer; exposure to content which is not age appropriate; 

exposure to content which is, in the parent’s mind, overly commercialized, sexualized, or 

violent; tendencies of heavy-users of technology toward being socially isolated, with this 

having an adverse impact on socialization to a culture’s norms; demonstrated links in 

studies between heavy-users and aggression and/or obesity; negative effects on grades 

and school performance; and a host of other physical, psychological, intellectual, and 

emotional issues.  This will be the topic of a future article.  
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3. Allowances, 1945-2000 

Introduction 

Between 1945 and 2000, allowances became a standard part of middle-class 

family life, building on more limited earlier precedents.  Allowances were not adopted as 

a regular phenomenon for the vast majority of middle-class families nationwide, for kids 

of all ages, until the U.S. economy boomed after 1945.  Once regularized, they also began 

to expand, in some cases even faster than family incomes--especially in the early 1970s 

and early 1990s, as will be discussed later.  Across 1945-2000, allowances for children 

gradually became standard in most middle-class households, and indeed, it was almost 

unheard-of to not have an allowance in many communities by the 1980s and 1990s. 

Beginning about 1970, most parents also began to re-think the purpose of the 

allowance, as its purpose shifted from mainly payment for chores, to primarily a chance 

for children to engage with consumerism and the consumer culture.  The trends toward 

decoupling allowances from chores, toward children completing fewer numbers of 

chores, and toward an increase in allowance amounts, all occurred slightly sooner in 

some parts of the country than others.  This was also the case, of course, with other 

cultural trends of the second half of the twentieth century which moved families in the 

direction of seeming more overtly bourgeois and preparing their children for entry as 
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adults into a white collar or a knowledge-based economy.  In general, these changes 

began to take root as early as 1970 in suburban regions of the Northeast, then the Mid-

Atlantic, then California, then later, began by about 1980 in the South and the Midwest, 

where widespread adoption of the trends progressed unevenly. 

These changing patterns became crucial elements in the parental enablement of 

children’s consumerism.  This chapter also argues that as 1945-2000 unfolded, the views 

of mainstream middle-class parents evolved from seeing children as potentially both 

producers and consumers, to viewing them only as potential consumers.  The transition 

was complete in most families by about 1980, and coincided with and was reinforced by 

historical developments such as the continuing shift in the U.S. from a producer-based to 

a consumer-based economy, the move toward a child-focused family and society, and, of 

course, the expansion in children’s consumerism.  

This chapter will focus on parents.  This chapter will analyze how primary source 

data inform our historical portrait of how the escalation in children’s consumerism 

affected parenting, across 1945-2000.  Namely: the parent’s role to guide, regulate, and 

facilitate children’s consumerism became inextricable from middle-class parenting by 

2000 in a way which was inconceivable in 1945, and allowances were a major part of this 

parental training in consumerism provided to children. 

 From 1945-2000 the average weekly amount of each child’s allowance (adjusted 

for inflation) went up, according to primary sources such as Penny Power, Zillions, 

parenting manuals and magazines, interviews with parents and children, and commentary 
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in newspapers including the New York Times.273  Yet in the same time period, the amount 

of chores completed went down.  In one sense this historical trajectory of increased 

allowance amounts despite decreased chore completion is counter-intuitive.  The 

allowance-chores linkage had been important in 1945-1960s, but loosened over time, 

beginning by the 1970s.  As 1945-2000 progressed, the parental roles centering on 

children’s consumerism became integral to the task of parenting.  

The following material will show how allowances went up primarily as the U.S. 

moved increasingly toward the ideal of a child-centric family and society; as parents 

perceived that it was increasingly necessary that their children receive a training in 

consumerism; and as the U.S. experienced increasing affluence at the same time that 

perceptions of what it took, from a material-culture point of view, to be considered 

middle-class, became inflated.  Linked with these heightened norms and expectations, as 

consumerism became a greater force in American society and culture, parents 

increasingly thought that they could not teach children how to successfully navigate 

consumerism without children having a significant amount of money with which to 

practice. 

Below, the situation prior to 1945 will be discussed briefly in order to lay the 

foundation or framework upon which to assess later changes.   

                                                 
273 For a list of all of the sample Allowance amounts I was able to find in my primary 
sources covering 1945-2000, please consult the spreadsheet entitled “Allowances in the 
U.S., 1945-2000” in the “Appendix to the Allowances Chapter.”  This spreadsheet 
includes the year, the original amount, the amount when adjusted to 2016 dollars, and the 
age of the child--if that age was specified in the primary source--if not, I have no way of 
knowing the age of the child, and so I have left that entry blank. 
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The Historical Landscape of Allowances Prior to 1945  

Although some families began the practice of giving their children allowances as 

early as the Progressive Era (1890s–1920s), as noted by historian Dr. Lisa Jacobson, 

allowances did not come to be perceived by most mainstream middle-class parents as a 

major component of the parenting project until the U.S. economy took off in the years 

following the end of the Second World War.274  Dr. Viviana Zelizer has noticed, early in 

the twentieth century, a progression from white middle-class children as economically 

“useful” to economically “useless,”275 and as the century progressed, this fact meant that 

children increasingly looked to adults for spending money, as they were progressively 

excluded from the paid labor market as the century unfolded.  In many families, this 

simply meant that children did not have access to much ready spending money on a 

weekly basis prior to about 1945.  Journalist Robert Charm writes tellingly, “The ’30s 

and ’40s [to 1946] were frugal times for children [as well as adults],” adding that “money 

was tight during the depression and in the ’40s [prior to 1946] everything went to the war 

effort.”276 

Marge Atwood was 10 in 1936 and did not receive an allowance.  She felt that 

this was the norm.  She had a paper route delivering the Springfield (Massachusetts) 

Daily News, and she also took odd jobs working for tobacco farmers along the 

Connecticut River valley.  Ms. Atwood remembered that for kids of the 1930s and 1940s, 

                                                 
274 Lisa Jacobson, Raising Consumers: Children and the American Mass Market in the 
Early Twentieth Century (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2004): 9.  
275 Viviana Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children 
(New York, NY: Basic Books, 1985; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994). 
276 Robert Charm, “Are parents atoning for past allowances?” Boston Globe (26 
September 1982): A16. 
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a favorite way to spend their small amounts of cash was at the movies, recalling that on a 

Saturday, “‘You'd go in at one o’clock and come out at seven,’” adding, “‘there’d be a 

movie, a second movie, cartoons, features, and a newsreel.’”277   

Jack McNamara of Dedham, Massachusetts, was a kid in the 1940s and also did 

not have an allowance and felt that most of the other middle-class kids did not have one 

either.  McNamara stated of kids back then, “‘You did everything you could for 

money.  When I was too young to work in stores, I sold papers.  I used to collect scrap for 

the war drive and sell it.’”  He felt that occasionally if he asked for it, his parents gave 

him spending money--and this pattern was typical of most middle-class families of the 

first half of the 1940s.  McNamara recalled, “‘my parents gave me money once in a 

while’” for purchases such as “‘ice cream at the beach, for school clothes, maybe a ball 

game [now and then],’” but that this was not a “‘regular thing’” like it would be in later 

decades.278 

Although the regular weekly allowance payment was not typical of most middle-

class American families prior to the decades after 1945, it is true that some demographic 

segments did possess significant amounts of spending money prior to 1945.  For instance, 

historian Dr. Kelly Schrum has shown that, within the bobby sox subculture of teenaged 

girls in the 1920s-1940s, the teen market was substantial and consumer spending was 

                                                 
277 Robert Charm, “Are parents atoning for past allowances?” Boston Globe (26 
September 1982): A16. 
278 Robert Charm, “Are parents atoning for past allowances?” Boston Globe (26 
September 1982): A16. 



190 
 

significant well prior to 1945.279  So it is true that spending within some youth 

subcultures was elevated prior to 1945, and yet it was also true that the practice of giving 

an allowance did not start to become a regular, conventional practice for kids of all ages 

in most families until the years after 1945.   

The Historical Landscape of Allowances, 1945-1960s 

The financial circumstances of most middle-class parents nationwide had changed 

significantly by the 1950s and 1960s, and their attitudes toward burgeoning children’s 

consumerism were beginning to change, as well.  The Wall Street Journal stated in 1965 

that “allowances are [increasingly] the rule.”280  Mrs. Joseph Solomon, who lived near 

Cleveland, Ohio, in 1965, told a reporter that her first two children, born in 1944 and 

1948, were not given allowances, but her other three children, born later, were issued 

allowances.  Although she did not really see the sense in the practice, she came to realize 

that allowances were the norm in most middle-class families she encountered.  Yet still, 

Mrs. Solomon confessed her unease with the practice, stating of allowances: “‘I was 

reared in the Depression, and I’m just not used to this sort of thing.’”281 

A variety of commentary illustrated the change involved.  Regarding the 

transition from the 1930s to the 1940s to the 1950s and beyond, as a reporter for the 

Boston Globe put it, “hard times led to war times led to boom times.”  For many families, 

“the allowance, money given to a kid just because he is a kid, came into its own” in the 

                                                 
279 Kelly Schrum, Some Wore Bobby Sox: The Emergence of Teenaged Girls’ Culture, 
1920-1945 (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 3. 
280 Staff Writer, “Kids as Capitalists: Youngsters’ Allowances Grow Fatter, Reflecting 
the Nation’s Prosperity,” Wall Street Journal (14 May 1965): 1. 
281 Staff Writer, “Kids as Capitalists: Youngsters’ Allowances Grow Fatter, Reflecting 
the Nation’s Prosperity,” Wall Street Journal (14 May 1965): 14. 
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1950s and 1960s “and with it, flourished all the wonderful children's folk trash: the toys, 

comic books, fads, records, movies [...].”282  In this way, increased allowance amounts as 

the decades passed were both reflective and constitutive of enlargements of children’s 

consumer culture.  Industry analysts noted the growth in children’s consumerism as early 

as the 1950s and 1960s, and developed more products, as well as new and better 

products, aimed at the children’s market, to support existing levels and to encourage 

greater future levels of children’s consumerism.  Likewise, many parents noticed that 

their children seemed to require more products in order to feel fully engaged in children’s 

culture and to have what was regarded as a proper middle-class childhood.  Parents 

issued increased allowances both to attempt to place limits on the way in which 

children’s involvement with consumer culture could result in increased purchases, and to 

concede that children’s consumerism had significantly expanded since their childhood 

(thus they allowed for the allowances to be higher than theirs had been even when 

adjusted for inflation), and to account for that expansion in children’s consumerism.283  

Interviewed in 1965, parents shared with the Wall Street Journal that their kids 

had allowances whereas as children they themselves had not had one, and their 

impression that their children did fewer chores than they had done as kids--both points 

                                                 
282 Robert Charm, “Are parents atoning for past allowances?” Boston Globe (26 
September 1982): A16. 
283 The idea was that if a child was told that all consumer purchases had to come out of 
his own allowance funds (“my own money”), then that would necessarily limit the total 
number of purchases, as allowance funds were a concrete, finite amount, whereas appeals 
to the parental purse would not limit the total number of purchases, as children perceived 
that parental funds were largely intangible (children never saw their parents’ net worth 
laid out in cash on the dining room table, of course) and therefore potentially infinite, in 
the young child’s mind, or potentially vast, in the older child’s conception. 
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which will be addressed in separate major sections of this chapter.  Parents recounted that 

when they were kids in the early 1940s, “if they needed money, they cut the neighbors’ 

lawns or scrounged around for pop bottles to return to the store.”  The writer continued, 

“In sharp contrast, the parents maintain” that their children “have it easy.”  These parents 

felt that, in 1965, “Times are prosperous, allowances are generous, and often youngsters 

are required to do little in the way of chores.”284  

Theoretical Issues Surrounding Allowances; Introduction to Themes of: 

Regularization, Reconsideration, and Expansion  

There are three important historical developments with regard to allowances in 

the U.S. in 1945.  These three major trends are: regularization, reconsideration, and 

expansion of the allowance.  Regularization means that regular allowance payments 

increasingly replaced earlier practices of giving money as needed.  Reconsideration 

indicates that as 1945-200 unfolded, parents had to rethink the relationship between 

chores and allowances, and that beginning in the 1970s, almost all parents realized that 

the allowance was to be used primarily as a training in consumerism and to try to lessen 

children’s nagging or “pester power,” and secondarily, if at all, as payment for 

services.  Expansion refers both to the expansion of the practice of the allowance to more 

families, and to the increase in allowance amounts over the decades between 1945-

2000.  The increase in allowance amounts was steeper beginning in the 1970s and lasting 

through the end of the study in 2000; this will be discussed in detail later in the 

                                                 
284 Staff Writer, “Kids as Capitalists: Youngsters’ Allowances Grow Fatter, Reflecting 
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document.  The bulk of the chapter will concern itself with analysis of these three major 

historical themes as regards allowances. 

 It is important to note that the practice of giving allowances was most tied to 

concepts of consumption--in this case, usually of consumer goods such as candy, toys, 

and fad items, and sometimes clothing and shoes, which children often selected 

themselves.  As the national economy continued to shift from mostly production-based to 

primarily consumption-based, so also the role of children correspondingly became more 

consumer-oriented just as the roles of their parents and other adults became increasingly 

aligned with the consumer marketplace, as well. 

I. Allowances: Overview and Early Years 

Allowance as Opposed to Money as Needed: Ad Hoc Approach More Common 

In 1945-1960s, Regular Payments More Common From 1970s-2000 

 Parents had issues putting into effect the regularization of the allowance in 1945-

2000, and specifically by about 1970, most parents decided to use regular allowance 

payments to replace the money-as-needed approach.  Parents perceived that the money-

as-needed approach was not as effective as regular payments in teaching wise 

consumerism.  This section will address how historical changes or fluctuations in what 

parents thought about whether to issue allowances, or to give money as needed, both 

reflected and affected the increasing parental role, as 1945-2000 progressed, to guide, 

facilitate, regulate, and limit children’s consumerism.  Ad hoc payments, or the money-

as-needed system, were more common in 1945-1960s, and regular allowance payments 

were more common in 1970s-2000.  The state of affairs in the 1970s-2000 arose for a 



194 
 

variety of reasons, including the idea that parents were rethinking the purpose of the 

allowance, and as the second half of the era dawned, most parents began to realize that 

they would need to use the allowance explicitly, consciously, and deliberately as a 

training in consumerism, and secondarily, if at all, as payment for services rendered.  As 

the years progressed, most parents came to believe that regular payments taught wise 

consumerism in a way in which ad hoc payments could not; this was the view that experts 

advocated across the entire time period, 1945-2000.  Thus the move to regularize 

allowance payments was fundamentally tied up with parental rethinking of the purpose of 

the allowance as 1945-2000 unfolded. 

 Parental Views on the Move to Regularize Allowances 

 There were varied parental views on whether to issue an allowance or give money 

as needed, across 1945-2000.  However, it was less likely for a parent to give a regular 

allowance in the immediate post war era (1945-1960s), and it was more likely for a 

parent to issue a regular allowance in the 1970s-2000.  Parental opinions in the first 

decade or two of the study reflected a range of attitudes toward the allowance and 

regarding whether the parent thought an allowance or money-as-needed would be a 

bigger stimulus to what the parent viewed as excessive involvement in 

consumerism.  However, after the first ten or twenty years, parental views levelled out, 

and parents were more likely to agree with each other.  Namely, beginning about 1970, 

most parents came to concur with the experts that a child must ideally be issued a regular 

allowance with payments at consistent intervals, and that this would temper, rather than 

encourage, excessive consumerism on the part of the child.  The idea was that if a child 
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was told that consumer purchases must come from his allowance, then it would be very 

clear to the child that those funds were limited and finite, as he could simply take all the 

money out of his bank (or wherever he stored it), count it, and know exactly how much 

he had left.  Whereas with the money-as-needed system, the child was drawing upon the 

parent’s funds, which seemed to young children to be almost infinite, and to older 

children, to be vast, unknowable, and unquantifiable (to the extent that anything unknown 

is not able to be counted).  In other words, children have a solid knowledge of their own 

finances, but possess little if any knowledge of their parents’ finances which would serve 

to limit or temper in any way their consumer aspirations and apparent acquisitiveness. 

In 1947, parent Isabel Murdock, a claims clerk, stated that a child should have a 

stipulated allowance amount and this amount should not vary.  She believed, “‘Giving 

him money in between times or when he asks for it is bad because then he doesn’t realize 

how hard it is to get money or to hang on to it.’”285  Ms. Murdock felt that a child would 

make fewer and more careful purchases if he had to use his allotted allowance funds, 

rather than if he were given money on an ad hoc basis.  In contrast, parent Margaret 

Weinberg, an office clerk in 1947, believed that rather than teaching wise consumerism, a 

child having a regular allowance was actually an unwise incentive to consumerism, 

asserting of children: “‘They don’t need a regular income for luxuries.’”286  She felt that 

children should be given spending money when they asked for it only on special 

occasions, such as the Fourth of July or special school activities.  Jan Hamenka in 1947 

believed the opposite and felt that, “‘There's no limit when a child gets money at 
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will.’” 287  She thought that having a regular, scheduled allowance would teach a child to 

budget and to save and to spend wisely. 

Charlotte Colby was typical of many parents of the 1940s when she revealed her 

impression that an allowance was not really needed--she was interviewed in 1947, before 

the rapid expansion in children’s consumerism in the U.S. was fully underway.  Mrs. 

Colby, a clerk, stated “‘An allowance isn't such a vital thing that it will change a person’s 

later life;’” she felt that “‘it’s a convenience for both parent and child, but surely not a 

necessity.’”288 

While some parents in the 1940s felt that an allowance would help to limit 

nascent consumerism, others felt it would encourage this.  Marion Goreken, a secretary, 

fell in the former camp, as she said in 1947 that “‘asking for everything they need isn't 

good,’” and that it was better for children to have a regular allowance than to ask for 

money as the need arose.289  Lastly regarding the 1940s, Verlene Mangels, a bookkeeper 

in 1947, fell into the latter camp, and stated clearly that, an allowance was “‘too much of 

a temptation to a child’” to spend unwisely.  She felt that, with most children, they would 

spend all the money within a few days of being issued the allowance, and so she thought 

that to sensibly limit children’s consumerism, one should not issue an allowance.290 

Ad hoc payments were common in 1945-1960s, and regular payments were 

common in the 1970s-2000, although some parents were ahead of their time in replacing 

money-as-needed with regular allowance payments.  Mrs. Elenore Pounds wrote in 
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Parents magazine in 1952 that, unlike most parents of her time, she put her four-year-old 

daughter Meredith on an allowance system--rather than the money-as-needed approach--

mainly to address the fact that family relations were strained by what seemed like her 

constant requests for small toys and other small purchases on every shopping trip.  Mrs. 

Pounds elaborated that she had become frustrated that every trip to the store with her 

daughter degenerated into cries of “‘Buy me somepin [sic] Mommie.’”  She also noticed 

that her husband was consistently annoyed with the situation, and that her daughter 

seemed genuinely puzzled and confused, remarking, “‘Yesterday you bought me a toy 

and today you won’t.’”291   

Initially, Meredith was quite pleased with the allowance system, although over 

time she decided that perhaps it took too long to save up for big items, such as a tricycle, 

with the allowance system.  At this point, Meredith announced, “‘I don’t want an 

allowance anymore,’” continuing, when asked what she would do for money, “‘I’ll just 

ask you for what I want and you'll buy it--just like you used to [before the allowance 

system was instituted].’”292  Her parents decided to respond by simply telling her the 

truth, explaining that what some might call the dole system had resulted in more 

purchases, and sharing, “‘We were spending more than we really should.  That’s why we 
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wanted you to help us by learning to manage your money more carefully, just like grown-

ups do.’”293 

At this point Pounds recommended to other parents, “I would begin an allowance 

whenever your child shows a persistent need for money” and asks about money 

often.294  Pounds related that after issuing the allowance, “no longer were we continually 

engaged in a tug of war with our daughter as to whether to buy or not to buy.”295  She 

also noticed that “as time went by, we felt our daughter showed marked gains in self-

confidence and independence.”  Most importantly for our purposes, Pounds felt that she 

had taught her daughter about wise consumerism, stating that she did, in fact, become “a 

canny shopper.”  After a certain amount of time had passed, Pounds’ daughter pleasantly 

surprised her parents by learning to leave the store empty-handed even on days when she 

had been intent on spending her allowance, remarking instead, “‘They didn’t have 

anything good today’” upon exiting the store.296 

Expert Opinion on the Move to Regularize Allowances 

Despite constant expert recommendations on the move toward the regularization 

of allowances, many parents did not really spell out for their children what they were 

hoping to accomplish by issuing an allowance.  This was particularly true with regard to 

parental hopes that issuing a regular allowance would help place sensible limits on 
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children’s consumerism, and this miscommunication often led to problems in the parent-

child relationship in 1945-2000, which experts tried to resolve, mostly unsuccessfully. 

Typical of experts across 1945-2000, parenting commentator Edith Neisser stated 

in 1960 that the dole system did not teach children money management and may have 

had the additional adverse effect of training children to become more manipulative than 

they had been before.  Mrs. Neisser wrote clearly, these children simply “aren't learning 

to manage money or be frugal” but rather she felt they were “learning--unfortunately--to 

manage their elders.”297 

Writing in 1962, Flanders Dunbar, M.D., wrote that the dole system as opposed to 

the allowance system simply resulted in spending which was not well-planned or well-

thought-out, parents who were exasperated and may have felt they were being used, and 

children who were more likely to “waste money,” as they identified the funds as their 

parents’ rather than theirs.  Regardless of the fact that the funds for the dole system and 

the allowance system drew ultimately upon the same source, each system had a different 

valence of meaning for the child and for the parent.  Across 1945-2000, experts insisted 

that it was important for parents to remember that a dollar was not just a dollar to a child, 

but rather the way in which the child was given the dollar and the parental attitude to the 

dollar, influenced just how the child regarded the money and how he chose to spend 

it.  Dr. Dunbar wrote candidly that parents who had not switched to a regular allowance 

system had “allowed themselves to be in a position where they are badgered for each 

                                                 
297 Edith G. Neisser, “Money Is To Use,” Parents (February 1960): 110. 



200 
 

thing their youngster wants,” and consequently, they were “likely to be irritated by the 

way he spends his money.”298 

Dr. Harlan Miller, an economist, in reinforcing how important it was to regularize 

allowance payments, stated in 1965: “‘When you set up a systematic program for helping 

kids handle money realistically, you’re also teaching them a philosophy.’”  Dr. Miller felt 

it was imperative for parents to articulate their philosophy and be consistent in 

implementing it, if the desired messages--including teaching wise consumerism--behind 

giving an allowance were not to be lost.299  This was an element of advice which was 

repeated often throughout 1945-2000: the importance of consistency in all aspects of 

parenting, and especially with regard to financial issues such as issuing the allowance on 

a regular basis. 

Dr. James Comer was a representative expert who insisted, in 1983, that parents 

must underline to their child that they expected the child to, first and foremost: “use the 

allowance to learn to use money well.”300  He felt that the key to learning to use money 

wisely was for a child to have a regular allowance, issued at intervals established in 

consultation with the child, and to have consistent guidance--but not control, just 

suggestions--on how to spend and budget. 
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II. Chores 

Historical Trajectory of Decrease in Chores Across 1945-2000 

A crucial aspect of the transition to regularized allowances involved a 

reconsideration of the value of chores both in and of themselves, and in relationship to 

the allowance.  The number and the quality of the chores children did, declined from 

1945-2000, and declined precipitously beginning in the 1970s, and parents had to rethink 

the relationship between chores and allowances, as they gradually began to realize that 

children were completing fewer chores as each decade passed.   

In the 1940s-1950s, most middle-class kids completed quite a few chores in and 

around the house; by the 1980s-1990s, this was not the case.  In the opening decades of 

this study, it was more common for girls to spend more time on chores indoors, and boys 

to spend more time on chores in the yard and garage.  For instance, this was the case with 

James and Mary Rickard; James was 16 and Mary was 14 in 1946.301  Mary helped her 

mother all day each Saturday doing the week’s worth of laundry and ironing, as well as 

washed the dishes after dinner each night, and swept the house daily.  James cleaned and 

washed the family car once a week, as well as did yardwork comparable to the services 

rendered by a full-time gardener.302 

The average middle-class child was still completing a significant number of 

chores each week in the 1950s, even for young children, especially compared with later 

decades.  Mother-of-two Merilyn Smythe Knights wrote into the Christian Science 

Monitor in 1958 with the chore lists for her children, which she felt were typical chore 
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lists for the decade.  These were very detailed chore lists, even though her daughter was 

only 8 years old, and her son was even younger.303 

 In the 1960s, children still did quite a few chores in and around the house, as 

reported by various sources including the Purdue Opinion Panel poll of thousands of 

teens taken in 1960.304   In 1965, eleven-year-old Guy Bergen, a typical kid, and the son 

of a public relations man, completed the following chores, at minimum, each week: 

empty the trash, tidy his room, practice the piano, and sweep out the garage.305   

 In the 1970s, kids were doing slightly fewer chores than in the 1960s, but still 

quite a few more than they would in the 1980s.  In 1977, for example, the Los Angeles 

Times reported that 6 in 10 boys who had an allowance earned it mostly by doing 

yardwork, and they also took out the trash, did general housework such as dusting and 

vacuuming, and did the dishes.  Girls most often did general housework.306  

The low number of chores completed by most kids in the 1980s was due to a 

number of factors, including the rise in permissive parenting, the greater amounts of time 

spent at school and in after-school activities and on homework, and increasing parental 

                                                 
303 Knights stated that in the mornings, her eight-year-old daughter Laurie was required to 
complete the following: “wash hands and face; dress; make bed and pick up room; 
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concern for children’s apparent emotional and physical health.  Also, many parents saw 

homework as a chore and felt that it was one of the only chores that children really 

needed to complete on a daily basis.307 

798 kids surveyed in 1983 reported that they completed fewer than 5 chores total 

each week, and most often these relatively brief tasks included making the bed, running 

errands, taking out the trash, and helping with dishes.308  Not just kids and parents, but 

experts and social commentators also noted the trend toward fewer chores being 

completed as each decade between 1945-2000 passed.  Journalist Robert Charm spoke 

for many when he wrote in 1982 of those kids who completed chores for pay, “There 

seems little doubt that kids used to work a lot harder for their money than they do 

now.”309 

In the 1990s, the most common chores were relatively short and inconsequential 

tasks such as setting the table, making beds, and putting away laundry.310311  It was very 

slightly more common for children to complete chores related to the child’s own space 

(such as making the bed, putting away laundry, and picking up the bedroom) than related 

to shared spaces (such as setting the table, cooking, and doing yard work).  At the close 

                                                 
307 Also by about 1980 in many households, practicing a foreign language or an 
instrument such as the piano became a common chore, as well.  As we continued to move 
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of the decade in 1999, a consumer magazine surveyed 1,000 kids on chores 

nationwide.  Only half the kids had completed five or more chores total in the week prior 

to the survey, and many had done only a few chores total (2-4) that week.312   

The Issue of Payment for Chores 

 Across 1945 to 2000, parents and experts were faced with the following 

quandary: to the extent that some chores remained on the family to-do list, should kids be 

paid for them, and how would this affect attempts to teach wise consumerism?  Over 

time, most parents had to rethink the relationship between chores and allowances, and 

they gradually loosened the older historical connection between chores and allowances 

beginning in the 1970s, which is what experts had been recommending that parents do 

since 1945 (interesting that experts always presented themselves as cutting-edge, and yet 

their advice had a timeless, static quality to it).  Experts spent fifty-five years advising 

parents that the allowance was meant first and foremost as a training in being a consumer, 

and yet most parents did not fully adopt this view as their own until the 1980s and 1990s, 

by which time most children were completing a very small number of chores--if any at 

all--and by which time children’s consumerism had really expanded tremendously since 

it first started to take off in the years following the end of WWII.   

Parents and Children Weigh In 

Across 1945-2000, perhaps unsurprisingly, many parents and children were not 

opposed to the practice of paying for chores.  Some parents began to recognize and admit 

by the 1980s-1990s that the allowance was really meant as a training in consumerism and 
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connected only very tangentially, if at all, to chores; these parents began to reject the idea 

of paying for chores, beginning in about 1980.  Despite sustained expert opposition to the 

practice in 1945-2000, many parents took a practical approach to paying for chores and 

stated simply that this practice resulted in more chores being completed, and faster, 

around the house, and they felt that paying their children for chores would not harm their 

chances of teaching their children about wise consumerism.    

 While it is true that many children across 1945-2000 thought that being paid for 

chores was a great idea, as they were excited at the opportunity to earn pocket money, 

some believed that children should not be remunerated for chores, as this did not seem 

sensible to them, or there was a sense that this practice somehow sullied relationships 

within the family.  Fourteen-year-old Marilyn Shapiro insisted in 1956, “‘The upkeep of 

the home is the responsibility of everyone in it.’”  Gordon Bowling, who was the same 

age as Marilyn in 1956, also felt that children should not be paid for chores.313 

 Valeria Griffith, writing in 1957, felt that not only did paying for chores mean that 

chores got done around her house, but she also agreed with a number of other parents 

across 1945-2000 when she insisted that making her son work for his spending money 

made him more careful with money and helped him make better consumer 

choices.314  For instance, her neighbor’s son bought a gas-powered remote-controlled 

plane with his allowance which he received regardless of chore completion, but her son 

bought equipment for his at-home science lab.  She felt that her son’s purchase 
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represented better value for the money, and that he had put more thought into the 

purchase than her neighbor’s son, as a result of having had to work for his spending 

money.315  

Most parents interviewed by the Chicago Tribune in 1960 stated that they did pay 

for chores because they felt that payment helped “teach youth the relationship between 

effort and reward.”316  The experiences of 13-year-old Marie in 1964 illustrated the 

potential shortcomings of the pay-for-chores approach, as she quit doing chores at home 

when she began to regularly complete babysitting jobs, which paid better than her 

household chores.  This decision seemed perfectly logical to her.  A journalist explained: 

“Her parents had taught her to do her chores for money rather than as a responsible part 

of living,” and in fact, she felt “the price tag at home [on chores] simply wasn’t high 

enough.”317 

Barbara Cohen, a high-schooler in 1966, told a reporter that the kids in her family 

never expected to receive pay for chores, stating that the view on chores in her household 

was: “‘You carry your responsibility,’” and adding that “‘Nobody ever says, if you don’t 

do this, you won’t get your allowance.’”318 

Likewise, C. G. from Silver Spring, Maryland, wrote in to the Washington Post in 

1966, “‘I cook, shop, and clean for my family because I love them and out of a sense of 
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responsibility,’” and she added, “‘I would like to have my children do their chores for the 

same reasons.  They are members of the family and have a responsibility to 

it.’” 319  Similarly, a parent wrote in to the Boston Globe in 1970 that she had followed the 

same approach with her kids as her parents had followed with her when she was growing 

up, “In our house there was no relation between money and chores; allowances were a 

thing apart.”320 

For fourth-grader Debra Kavanah in 1975, doing chores without compensation 

was her way of saying she loved her parents.  She felt that children should not be paid for 

work done around the house because: “‘Your mother and father have to pay for bills and 

your clothes and house.’”321  Asked for his views in 1976, thirteen-year-old Noah stated 

firmly that children should not be paid for chores, as then he felt they were being turned 

into paid workers or servants, rather than being viewed primarily as members of a loving 

community.  He stated his views unequivocally: “‘... paying me to clear the table.  You're 

not treating me as a member of this family.’”322  Although, research has shown that most 

kids were probably not like Debra and Noah, and jumped at the chance to encourage 

parents to tie money to chores, so they could earn extra spending money. 

By the 1980s, many parents started to agree with experts that they should not pay 

for chores; additionally, most kids were completing so few chores by then that paying 
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them would not have made any sense.  Parents of the 1980s tended to feel that the 

practice of paying for chores either was sending mixed messages, or worse.  A reporter 

for the Boston Globe wrote in 1982 that Gino de Ponbriand [sic] is “typical of most 

parents” of the decade in his view that his daughter should contribute gladly to the work 

necessary to run a household, telling the paper, “‘I want her to understand that we all 

have chores,’” and adding, “‘I totally disagree with paying for performance.’”323   

Views of parents and children remained somewhat mixed into the decade of the 

nineties.  In 1999, nine-year-old Casey thought that children should not expect pay for 

chores, declaring: “You should do chores to help [not to get an allowance].”  Similarly, 

ten-year-old Alexa chimed in, “Your parents work around the house and they don’t get 

paid...”324  Although it was true that opinions of the 1990s, as with any decade, were not 

monolithic.  Some children felt that it was fair practice to be paid for chore completion, 

and that this would not interfere with their parents’ efforts to teach them to be smart 

shoppers.  Eleven-year-old Lauren stated in 1999: “If kids do their chores, $5 is a fair 

amount.”  Twelve-year-old Jason added: “However many chores you do should decide 

how much money you get.”325  

While many children ended the 1990s with differing views on whether children 

should be paid for chores, most parents, by the close of this study, had become concerned 

that paying children for chores did not really make sense.  Additionally, parents worried 
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that high allowance amounts were not conducive to smart consumerism.  Parents were 

also anxious that high allowance amounts were hurting their bank accounts--although the 

overwhelming majority of parents kept the true state of their finances from their children, 

as discussed in the Buying Decisions chapter.  While parental views on paying for chores 

and the effect on wise consumerism changed in 1945 to 2000, expert opinion, in contrast, 

was unchanging across the era. 

III. Allowances 

The Body of Expert Opinion Regarding Allowances 

 Across 1945-2000, expert advice had a consistent quality.  Experts spent fifty-five 

years instructing parents not to give an allowance as payment for chores, but rather to 

state that the allowance was being given so that the child could learn money management 

and have chances to practice wise consumerism.  Experts across the era also offered their 

advice as to why to give an allowance at all, as they did have some skeptical parental 

readers in the audience, especially in 1945-1960s.  These self-styled authorities uniformly 

stated that the primary purpose of an allowance was to train a child in being a consumer; 

however, they did admit that there were other purposes as well, such as teaching children 

responsibility and self-worth.  Few, if any, experts felt that an allowance should ever be 

used as payment for chores, even if the parent stated that the primary purpose was for 

consumerism, and that payment for chores was only a secondary purpose.  In all years, in 

all ways, experts stressed that the purpose of the allowance was to facilitate children’s 

consumerism, and to endeavor to place sensible limits on the exercise of children’s 

buying power. 
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Should Chores Have Been Compensated with an Allowance, and How 

Did This Affect Consumerism? 

Experts in 1945-2000 overwhelmingly advised parents that the allowance or 

payment should not be tied to chore completion.  There were a variety of factors involved 

in experts giving this advice, including the idea that chores should be contributed freely 

as one was part of a family unit, and the concept that the allowance was meant primarily 

as training in money management or wise consumerism and only partially, if at all, as 

payment for services rendered.  Parents came to take this latter view on allowances by 

2000, yet experts were adopting this approach throughout 1945-2000. 

The views of childrearing experts Norma Lowenberg and Thelma Sonnichsen in 

1947 were representative of experts across the era in their insistence that the allowance 

should not be tied to chores or to the completion of any actual “work.”  Experts felt that 

paying for chores took away from the chance to teach children meaningfully about 

budgeting, healthy attitudes toward money, and wise money management.  As with most 

experts across 1945-2000, Lowenberg and Sonnichsen believed that children should only 

be paid for “extra chores.”326 

 Experts were in almost universal agreement that chores should be required as part 

of belonging to a family cohort and that children should not be paid for regular, recurring 

chores, whereas many parents in the U.S. from 1945-2000 mostly felt that no genuine, 

lasting harm could result from paying children for chores. 

                                                 
326 Norma Lowenberg and Thelma Sonnichsen, “Money in the Pocket,” Parents (June 
1947): 159. 



211 
 

The Chicago Tribune issued a report on chores and allowances in 1960, at a time 

when children’s consumerism was growing fast, but nowhere near as rapidly as it would 

grow by the 1980s and 1990s.  In 1960, most experts cited by the paper felt that an 

allowance should not have been linked to the completion of chores, as the allowance was 

meant primarily “to teach young people to handle money” and “to give them training as 

consumers.”327    

The experts’ biggest concern about linking an allowance to chores, by the 1980s 

and 1990s, was that this practice would harm the chance for an allowance to properly 

teach about wise consumerism.  Indeed, by 1980 it is true that most psychologists and 

educators agreed “that the allowance should be given as a child’s share of the family 

income, not as something that he must earn by making his bed daily and cleaning his 

room.”328  Money expert Grace Weinstein argued from a practical point of view that 

paying for chores would sooner or later result in “a child who won’t lift a finger without 

pay,” or as Dr. Lee Salk summed it up: “The parent who pays a child for taking out the 

garbage is creating a monster.”329 

Experts ended the decade of the nineties echoing the same advice they had given 

since 1945, which was that parents must not pay for chores and that to do so would 

interfere with teaching children meaningful lessons about smart consumerism.  By 2000, 
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experts continued to emphasize, as they had for fifty-five years, that the signal purpose of 

the allowance was to provide children with training in being a consumer. 

Why Allowances Were Issued, and How Did This Affect Consumerism? 

Childcare experts Norma Lowenberg and Thelma Sonnichsen argued in 1947 for 

the value of an allowance, and their opinions were representative of experts’ opinions 

across 1945-2000 concerning the relevance and teaching function of giving an allowance, 

and the way in which experts believed that an allowance would help immensely in 

teaching children about wise consumerism.  They argued, “A regular allowance is one of 

the nice things we can do for a child.  It costs so little in comparison to what it means to 

the child and is so small a part of the expense of raising him that it’s worth a gamble even 

if you don’t think the child will gain much wisdom in spending.”330  Lowenberg and 

Sonnichsen concluded on the overarching value of an allowance, “Getting and using 

money in constructive ways can have a good deal of value to a child.  He can learn 

lessons that will help him throughout life and get a lot of fun out of the process.  Having 

money in the pocket not only helps a child feel like a person of consequence but to 

become one.”331  So giving a child his own money could be both reflective and 

constitutive of growth toward maturity.  As with many other aspects of parenting, guiding 

children with regard to views on money became a self-fulfilling prophecy as to a certain 

extent, the more one expected of one’s children and trusted them, the more likely children 

were to rise to the occasion. 
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Parenting commentator Grace Wohlner added in 1971 to the arguments in favor 

of the allowance system, writing that the ultimate intention of the allowance was to teach 

children to feel “secure” and “responsible” with money.  In general, these goals can be 

considered to be objectives of all parenting, not just parenting decisions relating to 

money.  She wrote, “As we recognize that money is a tool, and no more than that [not 

love, approval, or acceptance] to meet certain needs, so our children will grow to be 

secure and responsible in their life-long attitude toward this important means of 

exchange.”332  Wohlner further recommended in 1971: “The basic purpose of an 

allowance is to help a child use money to satisfy present and future needs, as well as to 

appreciate the true value of money and discover what it can and cannot buy.”  In 

emphasizing the point “what it can and cannot buy,” Wohlner was one of the experts who 

most explicitly hoped that an allowance could combat what adults viewed as tendencies 

toward excessive consumerism in some children.333 

 James Comer, M.D., MPH, then-Professor of Child Psychiatry at Yale 

University’s Child Study Center, evinced a representative expert opinion of 1945-2000 

when he insisted in 1980 that an allowance was still “an important tool for teaching 

children to appreciate and manage money.”334  According to Comer, the only potential 

downsides to the allowance system were the following: if the parent dictated the child’s 

spending choices, or if the parent gave so much money that the child never really learned 

to set and adhere to a budget, which interfered with the pedagogical nature of the 
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allowance.  As Dr. Comer wrote, at the beginning of the decade in which pop culture 

notably celebrated crass consumerism (the decade with the hyperbolic tagline “greed is 

good”), “One of the major obstacles to establishing reasonable money-management 

habits is the tendency to equate being a good parent with giving children material 

things.”335  Endorsement of overt materialism was a practice which Dr. Comer, and most 

other experts in 1945-2000, decried. 

Expert Francis Roberts, Ed.D., in 1981 weighed in on the chorus of voices who 

had increasingly been asking, “Are allowances obsolete?”  Dr. Roberts wrote that, 

ultimately, there was still much that could be taught by keeping children on the allowance 

system--if, and only if, parents could fully admit to themselves that a dollar did not go 

very far by 1981.  Dr. Roberts warned that if parents chose to give their children an 

allowance, they must be committed to giving enough money for children to make 

substantial purchases, such as supplementing school supplies beyond the basics, rather 

than only being able to cover, for example, “one ice cream and two new pencils a week” 

and nothing else.336 

Dr. Roberts further recommended that, for example, for a parent who had a dollar 

a week as a child as his allowance, that person's child should, in 1981, have about five 

dollars a week.  He reminded parents who might have been reticent, as he was initially 

with his children, to issue a big enough allowance, “keep in mind that realistic decision-

making teaches more valuable lessons about money management than the artificial ones 
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afforded by small allowances.”  He also stressed that an allowance was as much about 

teaching good habits as it was about the actual money, “Remember that the purpose an 

allowance is supposed to serve is not just to provide things [for a child] but also to help 

him begin to work out useful patterns for living.”  Dr. Roberts asserted that parents must 

be patient with themselves and their child when working out what types of purchases can 

be covered by the allowance, adding “there is no precise line between extras a child 

might desire and necessities, which are a parent’s responsibility to provide.”  He admitted 

that in the average middle-class family by the 1980s, “Need is an elusive 

concept.”337  Yet, he felt that parents should make an attempt to temper their children’s 

consumerism, even as they reminded themselves that inflation had resulted in children 

needing a much bigger-sounding allowance amount than their parents had been given as a 

child.  

In 1981, Dr. Roberts worried that, “That old reliable technique of teaching the 

value of money--the weekly allowance--seems to be a casualty of inflation.”  Although, 

he then wrote that parental perceptions that allowances were not common could be 

incorrect.338  In the 1980s, there were many experts and parents who still agreed with the 

practice of the allowance.  For example, Dr. James Comer stated in 1980 that an 

allowance was still a useful weapon to add to the arsenal of parenting tactics used to 

combat, or place sensible limits on reactions to, the expansion in children’s consumerism, 
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and reports in news media throughout the 1980s and 1990s confirmed the continued 

cultural relevance of the allowance.339 

Finance expert Thomas Tilling wrote in 1982 that “teaching your children to 

manage money for long-term rewards may be one of the most important things you can 

do for them,” especially in light of the trends in the early 1980s which he referred to as 

“uncertain economic times.”340  So, in eras in which the U.S. economy was struggling, 

experts redoubled their insistence that parents teach their children as much as they could 

at home about money management and wise consumerism, and their insistence that the 

allowance was an effective way to begin to teach these lessons. 

An historical phenomenon arose in the early 1990s which reflected the situation in 

the early 1970s.  For instance, a Los Angeles Times article from 1993 claimed that kids’ 

disposable incomes were swelling while their parents’ pocketbooks felt the pinch: “kids’ 

pocketbooks may be fattening” but at the same time “many parents may be struggling 

financially.”341  By the 1980s-1990s, rates of children’s consumerism had skyrocketed, 

along with the amounts of disposable income available to most middle-class kids.  In the 

1980s-1990s, it was common for kids to portray themselves as spendthrifts or as very 

driven by consumer desires, both to “keep up” and to “fit in” with the crowd.  Also, these 

kids confessed to recreational shopping--meaning shopping without any specific goal in 

mind--much more often than in previous decades.  Even if some of these kids were 
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exaggerating, their self-presentation is interesting to note, in large part because of what 

their self-image and self-portrayal indicated about the extent to which consumerism was 

taken for granted as a major aspect of the childhood experience by the closing decades of 

this study. 

The Expansion of Allowances 

Regularization of allowances, decoupling from chores, and reacting to expert 

advice about the purposes of the transaction were all important aspects of middle-class 

parenting after 1945, and played a direct role in guiding children’s consumerism.  But 

there was a final trend that had something of its own dynamic, the tendency for allowance 

rates to rise more rapidly than other economic indices would suggest.  The pattern, 

important in itself, also reflected greater consumer aggressiveness on the part of some 

children directly, which could open the door to new disputes or, on the parental side of 

the equation, growing frustration.  A significant expansion of allowances was closely 

linked to the larger growth of children’s consumerism between 1945 and 2000, but 

particularly from the 1970s onward, when there was a tendency for allowance amounts to 

escalate quite steeply.  Not only was there a steady increase in allowance amounts when 

adjusted for inflation, but also the rate of increase was steeper beginning in about the 

early 1970s, despite the fact that family incomes plateaued beginning about 1973, and 

mostly stayed flat through the end of the study in 2000.  Also beginning in the 1970s, the 

growth rate of children’ consumerism increased, resulting in, by the 1980s and 1990s, 

kids asking for unprecedented allowance amounts, to cover the cost of increasing 

engagements with consumer culture.   



218 
 

By the 1980s, an increasing number of kids self-identified as spendthrifts.  This 

fits the larger argument in that it ties into the themes of expansion and 

reconsideration.  Namely, so many more kids referred to themselves as spendthrifts in the 

1980s onward precisely because allowances had expanded to more families and average 

allowance amounts had increased, as well, thus resulting in kids’ impression that they did 

not have adequate consumer goods, compared with other children.  Also, the uptick in the 

number of children who portrayed themselves as spendthrifts beginning in the 1980s 

reflects the theme that parents, even more so than in previous decades, were having to 

rethink what the allowance was for exactly, and to admit to themselves that it was almost 

entirely for the purposes of consumerism by the 1980s and 1990s, as compared with 

previous decades. 

The idea of kids asking for raises also ties in with the historical themes of 

expansion and reconsideration.  In the 1940s-1960s there were very few instances of kids 

asking for a raise, and then beginning by the 1970s the likelihood of asking for a raise 

increased noticeably, increased again in the 1980s-1990s, and remained high through the 

end of the study in 2000.  The expansion in allowance amounts from 1945-2000, with a 

steeper increase in 1970s-2000, resulted in more kids asking for raises because they 

perceived that they did not possess sufficient funds compared with their peers.  The 

parental reconsideration of the purposes of an allowance was also reflected in the number 

of kids who felt comfortable asking for raises, which increased in the 1970s, and then 

increased dramatically in the 1980s and 1990s.  Kids asked for raises more frequently in 

large part because they picked up on changing parental attitudes in which most parents, 
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by the 1970s and especially the 1980s, came to admit--some openly, some grudgingly--

that the allowance had become a feature of family life meant solely for consumer uses.  

Across 1945-2000, it was manifest that the increase in children’s allowance 

amounts was directly related to the expansion in children’s consumerism, and that 

children’s requests for increases in allowances--asking for a “raise”--stemmed mainly 

from desires for more or better consumer goods.  As 1945-2000 unfolded, instances of 

children asking for a “raise” in allowance amounts increased, at the same time as rates of 

children’s consumerism ballooned, as well. 

 In 1945-1960s, it was very rare to encounter in the primary sources, requests for 

increases in allowances, and if there was a request, the youth often admitted that he or she 

felt guilty asking for an increase, and that he or she was quite sure that the family budget 

could not handle an increase in the allowance amount.  In the 1970s-1990s, it was 

common to come across accounts of youth asking for a “raise,” they most often did not 

feel guilty, and they were generally not concerned about the stress potentially posed to 

the family budget.  This was in large part because there were even more consumer 

products available to buy, kids felt they had to keep up socially with their peers, and the 

overwhelming portion of parents kept the real state of their finances from their children. 

Although it was true that children’s consumerism was increasing in 1945-1960s, 

the growth rate was nowhere near as high as it would be by the 1970s and especially by 



220 
 

the 1980s and 1990s.  For instance, in 1958, the Chicago Tribune reported that teens 

spent $9-10 billion a year, total.342 

Interestingly enough, the early 1970s saw the beginnings of a trend that would be 

echoed again in the early 1990s, that many middle-class parents were feeling the pinch 

financially in light of inflation and changes in the economy, yet their kids seemed to have 

more spending money than ever.  The Chicago Tribune reported in 1971 that teen 

spending seemed “almost astronomical to anyone sitting on the other side of the 

generation gap” and that this was “in the midst of a recession that finds their elders 

struggling to pay household bills.”343  Teen magazine reported in 1973 that the spending 

of girls aged 13-18 was $8.8 billion that year, up from $6.9 billion in 1970; the Los 

Angeles Times estimated an equivalent sum for boys aged 13-18, as well as spending of 

about $15-20 billion by children aged 13 and under.  These figures all added together 

(about $33-38 billion) comprised more than one percent of the nation's total output of 

goods and services for 1973.344   

Kids of the 1980s and 1990s Who Confessed They Were Hopeless 

Spendthrifts 

In the 1980s and 1990s, it was increasingly likely for children to present 

themselves as habitually insolvent, and this was directly related to the acceleration in the 

expansion in children’s consumerism that occurred in these two decades.  In 1980, Josh, a 

                                                 
342Joan Beck, “A Guide to Teens’ Allowances: Youth Spending is 10 Billion Dollar Item 
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343 Staff Writers, “On Family Allowance: Teens Spend Big Despite Recession,” Chicago 
Tribune (3 May 1971): B11. 
344 Robert Dallos, “Child Power: Allowances vs Inflation--How Much Is Right?” Los 
Angeles Times (21 June 1973): A1. 



221 
 

fifth-grader in New York City, stated, “‘The hardest thing about money is keeping it--it 

just goes.’”345  Suzanne, a fellow fifth-grader, added, “‘I don't save.  I just spend. I'm not 

the kind of person who saves money.  I go out and spend it.’”346  In 1985, a popular 

consumer magazine surveyed 580 kids aged 8 to 14, and such a large study yielded 

important results for our study of children’s consumerism.  Significantly, it was not 

uncommon for kids in the study to confess they had trouble holding onto 

money.  Christina Denney of Loveland, Ohio, admitted, “‘I wish I could save my money 

until I really need it.  Sometimes I see something I like, but I don’t have any money 

left.’” 347 

Similarly, Jean Eberhardy of Wausau, Wisconsin, confided in the magazine in 

1985, “‘Money flows out of my hands like water.’”348  In fact, of the 580 kids surveyed, 7 

out of 10 were not happy with their money habits, including how they spent their 

money.349  David McDonald, of Temperance, Michigan, told the magazine, “‘I spend my 

money way too fast.’”  Christopher Klauck from Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, stated: “‘I 

impulse-buy.’”  Other kids had trouble budgeting, too.  From Kearneysville, West 

Virginia, Larry Winston wrote in to the magazine, “‘Almost every week I’m broke,’” and 

lastly, Kerry Grenier of Wausau, Wisconsin, told a reporter, “‘I should have saved for 

                                                 
345 “Money Talk: What Four Fifth-Graders Think About Allowances, Budgets, and 
Money Problems,” Penny Power (August/September 1980): 14. 
346 “Money Talk: What Four Fifth-Graders Think About Allowances, Budgets, and 
Money Problems,” Penny Power (August/September 1980): 15. 
347 “Kids’ Money: Where Does It All Go?” Penny Power (October/November 1985): 10. 
348 “Kids’ Money: Where Does It All Go?” Penny Power (October/November 1985): 10. 
349 “Kids’ Money: Where Does It All Go?” Penny Power (October/November 1985): 12. 
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more important things I want to buy.’”350  Similarly, 11-year-old Alex Maria, who stated 

that his allowance was $2 a week in 1988, told the Los Angeles Times that he consistently 

spent his allowance as soon as he was issued it each Thursday, “‘I just blow all of it. It’s 

all gone [before] next week.’”351 

Joanna wrote in to a consumer periodical in 1990, “‘I buy stuff because everyone 

else does.  Sometimes I don’t even like what I buy.’”  She added, “‘On weekends, I go to 

the mall with my sister and best friends.  We’re bored and don't have much else to do.  If 

they buy makeup or hair products, I do, too.  I'm afraid if I don’t, they’ll say I'm cheap or 

make me feel stupid.  I'm being irresponsible.  I try to control myself, but I can’t.’”  She 

ended her confession with a common stereotype of teenagers of the 1990s, “‘I guess I'm 

just a typical teen.  When I get money, I go crazy.’” 352 

 Similarly, Stuart revealed to “Money Talk” in 1990, “‘I need a strategy for getting 

a raise in my allowance.’”  The magazine's main response was to remind Stuart, and all 

readers, “It helps if you show [parents] that you don’t buy everything you 

see.”353  Another reader wrote in to the same column in 1991, “‘Help! I spend all my 

money on junk.  How can I stop?’”354  Alert reader Shana wrote in 1991 that she had 

found a way to address “those never-ending battles about getting a raise in allowance,” 

when she suggested to her parents that her allowance go up by fifty cents at each 
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birthday.  Suzy got a regular raise, which she felt she needed, due to the increased variety 

and availability of “cool” consumer goods, each time she started a new school 

year.  Likewise, Ben also asked his parents for a regular annual raise as a replacement for 

his former tried-and-true method of “pester power;” his parents agreed to a raise once a 

year as “‘It’s better than nagging.’”355 

 A Rand Youth Poll released in September 1992 found that teenagers spent $58.9 

billion that year, a year which also saw a reversal in the declining number of teenagers in 

the country.  Michael Lyden, then-senior vice president for marketing at Tyco Toys 

headquartered in Mount Laurel, New Jersey, stated that kids, especially teens, of the 

1990s, were really spending a lot compared with kids in previous decades, and that much 

of the money came from their allowance funds.  Typically, these kids spent a lot: 

“‘They're [regularly] making $40 and $50 buying decisions for video cartridges,’” 

attested Lyden.  As the New York Times put it in a 1993 article on youth spending, “the 

ranks of the young and spendthrift are growing.”356 

Continuing on the theme of spendthrifts, James wrote in to “Money Talk” in 

1995, “‘When I get money, I immediately spend it on stuff I don’t even like much.  How 

can I save money?’”357  Likewise, an anonymous “Big Spender” wrote in from Honolulu, 

Hawaii, in 1998, “‘Whenever I get money, I buy something.  After a couple of days I say 

to myself that I didn’t really want that.  How can I save money?’”358  These types of 

sentiments were not uncommon from kids of the 1990s, and help explain why by this 
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decade, so many kids who received allowances were asking for a “raise”--to finance 

additional purchases of consumer goods. 

Monica Cohen of Apopka, Florida, wrote into the March/April 1997 issue of 

Zillions, a consumer affairs magazine, asking fellow readers how to get her parents to 

agree to give her a raise in her allowance of $5.50 a week.  Printed in the 

September/October 1997 issue, suggestions were generally helpful.  Miriam Bowring 

from Merion, Pennsylvania, submitted her idea: “‘Talk to your parents about how much 

you buy for yourself [that they don’t have to buy].’”  Erin Levesque of Omaha, Nebraska, 

recommended, “‘Get them to see you’re responsible with your money.’”  Lastly, reader 

Joe George of Sanford, Maine, responded simply, “‘[...] ask them to give you spare 

change,’”359 asserting that the spare change that adults part with can add up faster than 

one might expect.   

 By the 1990s, it was not uncommon for articles aimed at kids to specifically 

address problems of overspending--which most often resulted in kids’ requests for a 

“raise” in their allowance amount--as in the article, “Do You Have Shopper-Itis?” in a 

consumer periodical from 1998.  Insights from such articles help understand why, by the 

1990s, so many kids felt the need to ask for raises in their allowances.  Ten-year-old 

Kaitlyn told the magazine, “‘I purchase on impulse a lot,’” relating that she mostly 

bought candy, toys, and games on impulse.  Similarly, Cooper, age 9, related that “‘Even 

when I'm saving for something, it seems like my money cries, ‘Spend Me!’’”360  Eleven-

year-old Benjamin decided by 2000 that his spending was such a problem, that 
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addressing it would be his only New Year’s resolution, “‘I would like to save 

more.  Whenever I get my allowance, I always spend it.’” 361 

 Lastly, in the closing year of the study, thirteen-year-old Katelyn Hall of Camp 

Hill, Pennsylvania, told Parents magazine that “‘I spend a lot of money.’”362  The 

reporter continued, noting that Katelyn and her best friend were only in seventh grade but 

“these self-professed queens of shopping are already consumed with 

consumerism.”  Girls like Katelyn were from relatively unexceptional middle-class 

families, and by the end of this study in 2000, they were increasingly likely to appear in 

the historical record.  Journalist Joanna Powell explained, “meet the new breed of 

shopaholics, a generation of hyperconsumers changing the face of the national economy--

and the budgets of the American family.”363 

 Children Who Asked for Raises: Rare in 1945-1960s; Prevalent 

in 1970s-2000 

It was not common for kids to ask for a raise in their allowance in 1945-1960s; it 

became more common in the 1970s, and it became prevalent in the 1980s-1990s, often 

with kids asking for automatic increases tied to the start of a new school year, or the 

passage of a birthday each year.  This directly reflected the expansion in allowance 

amounts across 1945-2000, with the steepest increase occurring after 1970.  This also 

reflected the fact that parents were rethinking the purpose of the allowance, and that by 

the 1970s and especially the 1980s, many parents had come to admit that the allowance 
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was solely for consumer uses, so their children often felt more comfortable asking for a 

raise than previous generations of children, in light of this, and in light of the expansion 

in the consumer society which had resulted in an increase in consumer goods available to 

children. 

During the 1940s and 1950s, kids were reticent to ask for a “raise” in their 

allowances, even those who noted that they could use more spending money.  Mrs. G. W. 

B. from Michigan wrote in to Parents magazine in 1946 that her fourteen-year-old 

daughter, Joanne, had an allowance but “the amount we could afford did not stretch far 

enough.”  Joanne decided that she would take on extra babysitting jobs in order to 

supplement her allowance, rather than ask for a raise, and cases such as this were typical 

of the 1940s and 1950s.364  Likewise, Mrs. M. S. from California wrote in to the 

magazine in 1948 that her sixteen-year-old son, Billy, needed a raise in his allowance, but 

after two months of asking questions about his family’s finances, he got a part-time job 

“because he needed more spending money and didn't want to put a greater load on his 

father than he already carried.”365 

In 1956, the Chicago Tribune reported on the results of a Purdue Opinion Panel, 

which polled more than 15,000 teens on their views.  The poll results regarding 

allowance amounts confirmed the idea that children of the 1950s were generally content 

with allowance amounts, or were loath to ask their parents for an increase: “despite 

postwar inflation, only 12 percent say their allowances are too small.”  Additionally, of 
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the teens polled, “Most are far more worried about self-improvement, about assessing and 

developing their abilities and getting an education, than they are about allowances, [cars, 

and dating].”  Also, most of the teens who wished for more spending money felt that they 

should get a part-time job to earn it, rather than ask their parents for a “raise.”  By 1958, 

the situation was beginning to change slightly, although not much, as 33 percent of the 

teens polled by Purdue in that year reported that they believed their allowance amount 

was too small--but unlike in later decades, most of this 33 percent did not ask for a 

raise.366  Ultimately when asked about their views on their parents, the majority of the 

teens surveyed stated that they worried about their parents and especially that they were 

concerned about their parents’ finances.367  This would not be the case in the 1970s 

onward. 

There are some indications in the decade of the 1960s, by which time children's 

consumerism had increased compared with the start of the study in 1945, that some 

children wished they had a bigger allowance, although this was overwhelmingly voiced 

by teen girls more so than any other group; other groups tended to be content with the 

size of their allowances.368  For instance, in 1965, fourteen-year-old Claudia Skylar 

“finds her $2.50 weekly allowance hopelessly inadequate to finance all the trips she 
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wants to take downtown to ‘see disc jockeys and buy clothes.’”369  Yet overall, there was 

an awareness on the part of most kids that there were more consumer goods available to 

choose from than before the 1960s, yet most children still tried not to ask for a raise.  For 

instance, 15-year-old Dale in 1960 related that he could not really afford to take girls on 

dates if he still wished to buy school lunches, snacks, LPs, and go to a football game now 

and then, but he did not feel justified in asking for a raise, stating, “‘Of course I’d like to 

get more.  But I can’t complain.  I plan on getting along on $5 [and I have to force my 

budget to fit].’”370 

However, Dale’s sister Kristine, aged 13, confirmed the trend that teen girls in the 

1960s were beginning to feel they “needed” more money to fully engage with modern 

life--by which they meant the consumer society--, and in fact the Boston Globe reported 

at the start of the new decade that “most teenaged girls [interviewed] apparently believe 

they need larger allowances.”371  Another young man interviewed by the paper, aged 16, 

stated that going on dates and having a car were expensive, but he felt they were 

necessary to being a middle-class teen, “‘Cars and girls can’t live on water.’”  He felt he 

was at an awkward age, as he needed money, but he had found it difficult to get a part-

time job, and he knew his parents could not raise his allowance amount.372  Kristine, 13, 

stated that she “needs” school lunches, movie magazines, records, and lots of different 
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clothes and shoes.  She pointed to the importance of teen culture and her peer reference 

group when she stated of her clothing and shoe collection, “‘I want to have more because 

all the other girls have more.’”373 

Regarding asking for a raise in the 1960s, not only were most kids still loath to do 

so, but also most parents were hesitant to increase allowance amounts, as well, as many 

of them had grown up in the Depression.  For instance, Elvin and Jane Browne of Ohio 

stated in 1960 that they were frustrated by the situation, and sometimes by their children, 

when it came to allowances.  “‘We used to do things that were free, but today it seems 

kids can't do things unless it costs money.’”  They added, “‘We swam in the creek; they 

go to the pool.  We played sandlot baseball; they go down to the trampoline 

place.’”374  However, they did get over their initial reticence to issue an allowance at all, 

realizing that “‘they have to be able to do the things the other kids do.  You can't take a 

kid and make an oddball out of him,’” relenting that, much to their initial dismay, they 

had realized over time that, in their family, “‘An allowance is a necessity.’”375 

In the 1970s, as children’s consumerism expanded, the likelihood of kids to ask 

for a raise increased considerably, although it was not anything like as common as it 

would be in the 1980s and 1990s.  Fourth-grader James Goodwin, a student at Emerson 

School in Malden, Massachusetts, felt completely justified in asking for a raise to his 

allowance in 1975, stating that he would “only” want $2 a week “and if I didn't need the 
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money I wouldn’t ask for it.”376  Yet it must be noted that there were still quite a few kids 

in the 1970s who felt they should not ask for a raise.  Fourth-grader Elaine Mestas, for 

instance, said she “knows what it is like to run out of money.”  When questioned about 

what a child should do who runs out of money, she replied that he or she should “do 

special chores” rather than requesting an increase in allowance amount.377 

By the 1980s, it was very common, compared with previous decades, for kids 

with an allowance to ask for a raise--or at least for extra cash at the holidays or for special 

occasions like prom.  Phillip related his plight to a consumer magazine in 1981, stating 

that he asked his parents for an increase in his allowance so that he could buy more with 

it and as he was sure “he deserved more money.”  However, his parents refused.378  Two-

thirds of the 811 kids with allowances surveyed by a consumer publication in 1983 

reported that they had asked for a “raise” at least once; their most common argument was 

consumer-driven, and consisted of “I have new expenses.”379  Willie wrote in to the 

magazine Penny Power in 1988 stating, “‘My allowance isn't big enough.  I can't get a 

raise.’”380  Readers sent in their suggestions.  Roger stated that one must avoid offending 

parents, “‘They have power over you and could take away your allowance if you ask for 

a raise.’”  Emily added that discussions with her parents about money often ended in 

arguments; David was frustrated with his financial situation and claimed of his parents, 
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“‘It’s hard to convince them [I need more allowance].’” 381  Joanna, Matt, Bill, and Julie 

also wrote in, commiserating with Willie that wanting a raise in their allowance was a 

plight shared by most middle-class kids.   

This pattern continued into the 1990s in which it was prevalent for kids to ask for 

an increase in their allowance amounts, and this was largely owing to the fact that 

children’s consumerism had been expanding steadily since 1945, and parents had been 

rethinking the purpose of the allowance since 1945, and realizing from about the 1970s 

onward, that it was no longer useful, as a parent, to conceptualize allowances as payment 

for chores.  Parent-of-two Gwen (no last name given) told Parents magazine in 1990 that 

she was frustrated at her son’s request for a raise in his allowance.  She stated, “‘I try to 

teach my kids about saving money and planning for the future, but I find that allowances 

and gifts are gone as quickly as they are given.’”  She had a despairing tone, typical of 

many parents of the decade: “‘My seven-year-old wants a bigger allowance than I feel is 

appropriate yet all the other parents seem to be giving in to such demands.’”382  This 

parental disillusionment with the scope and scale of children's consumerism--including 

the way in which it resulted in children's demands for a “raise” in their allowance--was 

representative of parental attitudes of the 1990s, as discussed in this chapter, and in 

Buying Decisions and Gifts and Guilt, as well. 

The Allowances Habit  

In addition to its teaching purposes and ability to help limit children’s 

consumerism, as the experts had suggested, a final reason why many parents issued an 
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allowance to their child may have been simply that so many other parents were following 

the practice, and these parents did not want their child to be excluded from what had 

become a social norm or cultural convention of the average middle-class family.  Many 

families also saw the allowance as a sort of rite of passage or tradition.  As early as the 

1960s and 1970s, news media outlets were referring to the allowance as a staple of an 

American childhood.  For instance, in 1971, the Chicago Tribune referenced the “great 

American institution known as the allowance.”383 

Indeed, by the 1970s, there had been commentary for years referring to 

allowances as de rigueur in most middle-class families.  The Los Angeles Times stated in 

1973: “Allowances have become the rule in American households, particularly among 

middle- and upper-income families.”384  What these news media outlets did not 

necessarily make explicit, was why exactly the allowance had come to be seen as non-

negotiable by the 1970s--this was because of the expansion in children’s consumerism 

and the way in which consumer culture became an inextricable part of childhood by 

about 1970, and parenting with regard to consumerism became an integral part of the 

project of childrearing by about 1970, in mainstream middle-class homes.   

As children’s consumerism expanded from 1945-2000--and skyrocketed by the 

1980s and 1990s--the parental roles associated with it deepened, became more complex 

and more potentially contentious, and the intensity of the task of instructing children 

about consumerism--including via the practice of allowances--increased. 
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The Expansion in Allowance Amounts, 1970s-2000 

 Responding in part to children’s new demands, the increase in allowance amounts 

of the 1970s-1990s was steeper than for previous decades, and this acceleration in 

allowance amounts was out of keeping with the fact that family incomes plateaued in 

about 1973 and remained flat in most sectors of the economy through 2000.  The 

expansion in average allowance amounts outpaced both inflation and increases in average 

parental income for most families, especially in the early 1970s and early 1990s.  The 

remainder of this section will convey the average allowance rates by the 1970s onward, 

and the chapter will conclude with closing remarks concerning why parents appeared to 

give in to children’s requests for greater allowance amounts.   

Average Allowance Amounts of the 1970s 

Average weekly allowance amounts in the 1970s showed a steeper rate of 

increase than for previous decades, as evidenced by the chart below, and in the discussion 

below the chart.   
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Table 1 Average Allowances by School Level, Minimal Parental Spenders, 1970s385 
Decade Original 

Amount 

2016 Dollars Age Range School Level 

1970s $0.47 $2.10 5-11 Elem. School 

1970s $2.25 $10.04 12-14 Middle School 

1970s $4.20 $18.74 15-18 High School 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
385 In order to calculate this chart, I took the spreadsheet “Minimal Parents of the 1970s, 
Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000” from the “Appendix to Allowances.”  This 
spreadsheet in turn came from “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” where I selected 
only the values from the 1970s and only the parents who were “penny pinchers” with 
regard to the allowance amounts issued.  After making this new spreadsheet, I then sorted 
the children into three age groupings: elementary school, middle school, and high 
school.  I then added up the entries in each age grouping for the original amounts, and 
divided by the total number of entries.  I entered this number into the chart under the 
heading “Amount.”  I then took this Amount and entered it into the CPI Inflation 
Calculator from bls.gov, and adjusted it for 2016 dollars; I then entered the adjusted 
amount (the answer from the Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator online, 
located at <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>) into the chart under the 
heading “Amount in 2016 Dollars.”  I then filled out the rest of the chart with the age 
range of the children, and the school level of the children. 
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Table 2 Average Allowances by School Level, Maximal Parental Spenders, 1970s386 
Decade Original 

Amount 

2016 Dollars Age Range School Level 

1970s $1.27 $5.67 5-11 Elem. School 

1970s $2.75 $12.27 12-14 Middle School 

1970s $9.50 $42.38 15-18 High School 

 

 

 

Nine-year-old Richard Wilson received 80 cents a week in 1971 ($4.74 in 2016 

terms), and his best friend, 9-year-old Hugh, received 30 cents a week ($1.78 in 2016 

terms).  This is interesting, as the boys are the same age and possess similar needs for 

money; the difference in amounts is mostly due to different parental philosophies on 
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only the values from the 1970s and only the parents who were “heavy spenders” with 
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divided by the total number of entries.  I entered this number into the chart under the 
heading “Amount.”  I then took this Amount and entered it into the CPI Inflation 
Calculator from bls.gov, and adjusted it for 2016 dollars; I then entered the adjusted 
amount (the answer from the Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator online, 
located at <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>) into the chart under the 
heading “Amount in 2016 Dollars.”  I then filled out the rest of the chart with the age 
range of the children, and the school level of the children. 
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money, as well as what the allowance is expected to cover in each family.387  The Wilson 

family believed that Richard’s allowance should cover almost all of his expenses 

including for leisure activities, special treats, and gifts for others, yet they felt it should 

not cover lunch money or bus fare/car fare.  Hugh’s parents, however, believed his 

allowance should be kept small in order that he only purchase a few extra items now and 

then--such as a new comic book or a model airplane kit, and they doled out his lunch 

money, bus fare, and money for leisure activities as needed.  Writing in 1971, 

childrearing expert Grace Wohlner stated that both types of arrangements were within the 

norm, as was a third arrangement in which the allowance is larger than Richard’s in order 

to cover lunches, bus fare or car fare, and haircuts, as well as the extra treats which 

Hugh’s allowance covers.388  So all three of these sample budgets were within the broad 

standard practice of the average middle-class family in the decade of the 1970s. 

 Parenting expert Grace Wohlner wrote in 1971 that she knew a girl named 

Martha, aged 6, whose 10 cents a week ($0.59 in 2016) allowance mostly went toward 

bubblegum, although she sometimes managed to save for a small toy.  By the time she 

was 10 in 1975, she was given $1 a week ($4.46 in 2016), which covered candy, as well 

as yarn for her ponytail, and the costs of taking herself and a friend for a soda.  At this 

age, Martha indicated her concerns to her parents, remarking, “‘The other kids get more 

money than I do,’” to which her father replied that he did not doubt that she received less 

than others, but he simply liked to keep their family finances on the lean side.  By the age 

of 13 in 1978, Martha received $3 a week ($11.04 in 2016), which covered treats as well 

                                                 
387 Grace L. Wohlner, “How Children Learn to Handle Money,” Parents (June 1971): 46. 
388 Grace L. Wohlner, “How Children Learn to Handle Money,” Parents (June 1971): 46. 
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as bus fare, school lunches, and recreation.  At 16 in 1981, Martha was also given a 

separate clothing allowance to begin to purchase all her own clothing, although sources 

do not reveal the amount of this allowance.389 

 Also in 1971, the Chicago Tribune interviewed 50 students from five Chicago-

area high schools about allowances and spending.  The average allowance was $5 a week 

($29.63 in 2016) although some kids received as little as $1 ($5.93 in 2016) and some 

received as much as $10 a week ($59.26 in 2016).  The paper noted that, although parents 

were feeling the pinch of inflation, “the recession hasn’t hit the allowance yet.”390  Keep 

in mind that the cost of a rock concert in 1971 was $6.391  One unnamed 17-year-old 

senior interviewed by the Chicago Tribune in 1971 felt that her allowance of $5 a week 

($29.63 in 2016) was about average and remarked, “‘I spend most of it on food and 

cigarets [sic].  I don’t know where the rest goes.’”  When questioned further about the 

size of her allowance, she admitted, “‘I’m pretty certain I could do with less.’”392 

 Frank McCulloch, editor of Learning magazine in Palo Alto, California, told a 

newspaper reporter in 1973 that he gave his fourteen-year-old son David $2.50 a week 

($13.51 in 2016) for his allowance.393  Paul Lyle, Principal of Oakwood Elementary 

School in Long Island, NY, stated in 1974 that the average allowance amount for children 

                                                 
389 Grace L. Wohlner, “How Children Learn to Handle Money,” Parents (June 1971): 82. 
390 Staff Writers, “On Family Allowance: Teens Spend Big Despite Recession,” Chicago 
Tribune (3 May 1971): B11. 
391 Staff Writers, “On Family Allowance: Teens Spend Big Despite Recession,” Chicago 
Tribune (3 May 1971): B11. 
392 Staff Writers, “On Family Allowance: Teens Spend Big Despite Recession,” Chicago 
Tribune (3 May 1971): B11. 
393 Robert Dallos, “Child Power: Allowances vs Inflation--How Much Is Right?” Los 
Angeles Times (21 June 1973): A1. 
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in his school--who were all under 12--was about one dollar a week ($4.87 in 

2016).394  The minimum wage in 1975 was $2.10 ($9.37 in 2016), and many teenagers 

qualified for this wage, including by working at places such as McDonalds.395  For 

younger kids, an average allowance amount for an elementary schooler in 1975 was 

about $1-2 a week ($4.46-8.92 in 2016).   

 A Gallup Youth Survey in 1977 determined the following distribution of 

allowance amounts for kids aged 13-18: $1-$4 ($3.96-15.84 in 2016): 42 percent; $5-$9 

($19.80-35.64 in 2016): 32 percent; $10-$14 ($39.61-55.45 in 2016): 10 percent; $15 and 

over ($59.41 and over in 2016): 12 percent (with 4 percent not sure).396 

 Average Allowance Amounts of the 1980s 

 Average weekly allowance amounts nationwide jumped in the 1980s compared 

with the previous decade, if one compares allowances for children of similar ages.  This 

is evidenced in the chart that follows, and discussed in greater detail below the chart. 

 
 

 

                                                 
394 Natalie Voldstad, “What Every Young Consumer Should Know,” Parents (February 
1974): 59. 
395 Margo Miller, “Is the Weekly Allowance a Practical Way to Provide?” Boston Globe 
(20 December 1975): 9. 
396 “37 Percent of Teen-Agers Receive Allowance,” Los Angeles Times (5 October 1977): 
OC8. 
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Table 3 Average Allowance Amounts by School Level, Minimal Parental Spenders, 
1980s397 
Decade Original 

Amount 

2016 Dollars Age Range School Level 

1980s $2.62 $4.04 5-11 Elem. School 

1980s $3.54 $8.23 12-14 Middle School 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
397 I did not list any figures under Minimal Parental Spenders for High School students for 
the 1980s, as for my study I focus on average or typical middle-class parents, and I found 
that, with these parents, it was very, very rare for parents to be penny-pinchers after their 
child had reached high school age.  Since they were so atypical, I have not included in 
my charts, allowance amounts issued by parents who were penny-pinchers even after 
their child reached high school.  This is why the chart for Minimal Parental Spenders, 
1980s, has only two rows, not three like most of the other charts. In order to calculate this 
chart, I took the spreadsheet “Minimal Parents of the 1980s, Allowances in the U.S., 
1945-2000” from the “Appendix to Allowances.”  This spreadsheet in turn came from 
“Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” where I selected only the values from the 1980s 
and only the parents who were “penny pinchers” with regard to the allowance amounts 
issued.  After making this new spreadsheet, I then sorted the children into three age 
groupings: elementary school, middle school, and high school.  I then added up the 
entries in each age grouping for the original amounts, and divided by the total number of 
entries.  I entered this number into the chart under the heading “Amount.”  I then took 
this Amount and entered it into the CPI Inflation Calculator from bls.gov, and adjusted it 
for 2016 dollars; I then entered the adjusted amount (the answer from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator online, located at 
<https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>) into the chart under the heading 
“Amount in 2016 Dollars.”  I then filled out the rest of the chart with the age range of the 
children, and the school level of the children. 
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Table 4 Average Allowance Amounts by School Level, Maximal Parental Spenders, 
1980s398 
 
 
Decade Original 

Amount 

2016 Dollars Age Range School Level 

1980s $5.06 $11.29 5-11 Elem. School 

1980s $7.48 $16.68 12-14 Middle School 

1980s $20.00 $44.61 15-18 High School 

 

 

 

In 1981, a consumer magazine surveyed 500 kids about their allowances; the 

median allowance amount, across all ages, was $1.50/week ($3.96 in 2016).399  Of the 

500 readers (aged 8-13) contacted at random, 100 did not receive an allowance, 50 

                                                 
398 In order to calculate this chart, I took the spreadsheet “Maximal Parents of the 1980s, 
Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000” from the “Appendix to Allowances.”  This 
spreadsheet in turn came from “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” where I selected 
only the values from the 1980s and only the parents who were “heavy spenders” with 
regard to the allowance amounts issued.  After making this new spreadsheet, I then sorted 
the children into three age groupings: elementary school, middle school, and high 
school.  I then added up the entries in each age grouping for the original amounts, and 
divided by the total number of entries.  I entered this number into the chart under the 
heading “Amount.”  I then took this Amount and entered it into the CPI Inflation 
Calculator from bls.gov, and adjusted it for 2016 dollars; I then entered the adjusted 
amount (the answer from the Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator online, 
located at <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>) into the chart under the 
heading “Amount in 2016 Dollars.”  I then filled out the rest of the chart with the age 
range of the children, and the school level of the children. 
399 “Money Talk: A Look at Allowances,” Penny Power (February/March 1981): 14. 
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received $0.50/week ($1.32 in 2016), 100 received $1/week ($2.64 in 2016), 25 received 

$1.50/week ($3.96 in 2016), 50 got $2/week ($5.28 in 2016), 50 got $3/week ($7.92 in 

2016), 75 got $5/week ($13.20 in 2016), 15 got $7.50/week ($19.80 in 2016), 5 got 

$10/week ($26.40 in 2016), and about 30 kids received over $10/week (over $26.40 in 

2016 terms).400  A 1981 study cited by Parents magazine stated similar figures: children 

seven and under received 25-75 cents a week ($0.66-1.98 in 2016); 8-9 year-olds 

received $1-2.50 a week ($2.64-6.60 in 2016); 10-13 year-olds received $1.50-5 a week 

($3.96-13.20 in 2016).401  

Of the parents he has surveyed, Thomas Tilling wrote in 1982 that what he called 

the “heavy spenders” issued average weekly allowances of about $5-10 a week ($12.44-

24.87 in 2016) for a 9 or 10-year-old, and considerably more for a teenaged child.  Tilling 

put the remainder of parents into a category he referred to as “get-your-owns,” meaning 

that these parents did not deny that their children had a genuine need for more spending 

money, yet they felt that the child would benefit more from a small weekly allowance, 

plus the chance to earn more money with various “extra jobs” offered each month.402 

Financial writer Thomas Tilling was correct in his observation that allowance 

amounts varied quite a bit in the 1980s, depending on the age of the child and on the 

family.  Ten-year-old actor Henry Thomas, who starred in the movie E.T., received $5 a 

week for his allowance in 1982 ($12.44 in 2016), while a fifteen-year-old middle-class 

                                                 
400 “Money Talk: A Look at Allowances,” Penny Power (February/March 1981): 14. 
401 Grace Weinstein, “My Own Money,” Parents (November 1986): 58. 
402 Thomas Tilling, “Children & Money,” Parents (November 1982): 44. 
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girl from Massachusetts mentioned in the Boston Globe received $20 a week ($49.74 in 

2016).403 

In 1982, Thomas Tilling wrote that his 11-year-old daughter, Genevieve, received 

$2 a week ($4.97 in 2016).404  He added that his 8-year-old daughter, Tanya, received 50 

cents a week ($1.24 in 2016) as her basic allowance, which she could supplement by 

earning money babysitting her 2-year-old sibling, working in the garden, or doing extra 

jobs around the house.405 

A family surveyed by Parents magazine in 1983 had three children aged 5, 6, and 

7.  Each child received a monthly allowance of $8, or $1.60 a week ($3.86 in 

2016).406  Also in 1983, Penny Power surveyed 1,300 kids aged 8 to 13 about allowance 

amounts; of those, 811 kids received allowances.  The most common amounts for each 

age, per week, were as follows: 8-year-olds: $2 ($4.82 in 2016); 9-year-olds: $2 ($4.82 in 

2016); 10-year-olds: $2.25 ($5.42 in 2016); 11-year-olds: $2.75 ($6.63 in 2016); 12-year-

olds: $3.75 ($9.04 in 2016); and 13-year-olds: $5.25 ($12.65 in 2016).  These are median 

amounts, so half the kids in each age group were receiving more, and half the kids were 

receiving less, than the stated figure.407 

Penny Power reported median allowance amounts for kids aged 9 to 13 in 

1985.  The amounts were as follows: 9-year-olds: $2 ($4.46 in 2016); 10-year-olds: $2.50 

                                                 
403 Robert Charm, “Are parents atoning for past allowances?” Boston Globe (26 
September 1982): A16. 
404 Thomas Tilling, “Children & Money,” Parents (November 1982): 44. 
405 Thomas Tilling, “Children & Money,” Parents (November 1982): 46. 
406 Susan Muenchow, “Children & Money: Teaching Good Habits,” Parents (December 
1983): 56. 
407 “Your Allowance: How Does It Compare?” Penny Power (February/March 1983): 3. 
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($5.58 in 2016); 11-year-olds: $3 ($6.69 in 2016); 12-year-olds: $5 ($11.15 in 2016); and 

13-year-olds: $5 ($11.15 in 2016).408  One year later, Parents magazine noted the effects 

of inflation since the decade had started, and recommended the following amounts, per 

week: 7-and-under: $1 ($2.19 in 2016); 8-9 year-olds: $2-3 ($4.38-6.57 in 2016); 

preteens (10-12): $2-7 ($4.38-15.33 in 2016).409   

In 1988, a survey published by Fidelity Investments, then the nation’s largest 

mutual fund company, put the nation’s average allowance amount for first through third 

graders (age 6-8) at about $3.36 a week ($6.82 in 2016).410  In the same year, a consumer 

magazine surveyed 800 9-to-14-year olds about their allowances.  Median weekly 

allowance amounts were as follows: 9-year-olds: $2 ($4.06 in 2016); 10-year-olds: $2.50 

($5.07 in 2016); 11-year-olds: $3 ($6.09 in 2016); 12-14-year-olds: $5 ($10.14 in 

2016).411  Typical Penny Power reader Pamela got $3/week ($6.09 in 2016) allowance in 

1988.412 

90 Penny Power readers were asked in 1989 about their allowances and how they 

spent their money.  Grant got $13 every two weeks for his allowance, or $6.50/week 

($12.58 in 2016).413  Stephanie received $2/week ($3.87 in 2016); Heath received 

$2.50/week ($4.84 in 2016);414 and Kim received $4/week ($7.74 in 2016).415 

                                                 
408 “Allowances: Kids Who Get Them, Kids Who Don’t,” Penny Power (April/May 
1985): 18. 
409 Grace Weinstein, “My Own Money,” Parents (November 1986): 58. 
410 Patrick McMahon, “Learning the Ropes: Teaching Children About Money,” Los 
Angeles Times (4 December 1988): E22. 
411 Allowance Facts, Penny Power (April/May 1988): 5. 
412 “Where Should You Keep Your Money?” Penny Power (February/March 1988): 25. 
413 “A Week in the Life of Kids and Their Money,” Penny Power (May/June 1989): 5. 
414 “A Week in the Life of Kids and Their Money,” Penny Power (May/June 1989): 6. 
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Average Allowance Amounts of the 1990s 

Amounts of the average weekly allowance nationwide then jumped again in the 

decade of the nineties, compared with the previous decade.  A sampling of amounts is 

presented in the chart below, and discussed below the chart. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
415 “A Week in the Life of Kids and Their Money,” Penny Power (May/June 1989): 7. 
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Table 5 Average Allowance Amounts by School Level, Minimal Parental Spenders, 
1990s416 
Decade Original 

Amount 

2016 Dollars Age Range School Level 

1990s $3.91 $6.16 5-11 Elem. School 

1990s $16.35 $25.75 12-14 Middle School 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
416 I did not list any figures under Minimal Parental Spenders for High School students for 
the 1990s, as for my study I focus on average or typical middle-class parents, and I found 
that, with these parents, it was very, very rare for parents to be penny-pinchers after their 
child had reached high school age.  Since they were so atypical, I have not included in 
my charts, allowance amounts issued by parents who were penny-pinchers even after 
their child reached high school.  This is why the chart for Minimal Parental Spenders, 
1990s, has only two rows, not three like most of the other charts.  In order to calculate 
this chart, I took the spreadsheet “Minimal Parents of the 1990s, Allowances in the U.S., 
1945-2000” from the “Appendix to Allowances.”  This spreadsheet in turn came from 
“Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” where I selected only the values from the 1990s 
and only the parents who were “penny pinchers” with regard to the allowance amounts 
issued.  After making this new spreadsheet, I then sorted the children into three age 
groupings: elementary school, middle school, and high school.  I then added up the 
entries in each age grouping for the original amounts, and divided by the total number of 
entries.  I entered this number into the chart under the heading “Amount.”  I then took 
this Amount and entered it into the CPI Inflation Calculator from bls.gov, and adjusted it 
for 2016 dollars; I then entered the adjusted amount (the answer from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator online, located at 
<https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>) into the chart under the heading 
“Amount in 2016 Dollars.”  I then filled out the rest of the chart with the age range of the 
children, and the school level of the children. 
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Table 6 Average Allowance Amounts by School Level, Maximal Parental Spenders, 
1990s417 
Decade Original 

Amount 

2016 Dollars Age Range School Level 

1990s $5.44 $8.57 5-11 Elem. School 

1990s $7.00 $11.02 12-14 Middle School 

1990s $30.62 $48.22 15-18 High School 

 

 

 

A Nickelodeon/Yankelovich Youth Monitor Survey cited in 1990 in the Chicago 

Tribune provided valuable insight into allowance amounts, as the survey incorporated 

data from about 1,000 households.  The survey stated: ages 6-7 were given an average of 

$1.98 a week ($3.64 in 2016) in allowance and chore payments; 8-9 years old made $4.15 

($7.62 in 2016); 10-11 made $7.82 ($14.36 in 2016); 12-13 made $17.44 ($32.03 in 
                                                 
417 In order to calculate this chart, I took the spreadsheet “Maximal Parents of the 1990s, 
Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000” from the “Appendix to Allowances.”  This 
spreadsheet in turn came from “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” where I selected 
only the values from the 1990s and only the parents who were “heavy spenders” with 
regard to the allowance amounts issued.  After making this new spreadsheet, I then sorted 
the children into three age groupings: elementary school, middle school, and high 
school.  I then added up the entries in each age grouping for the original amounts, and 
divided by the total number of entries.  I entered this number into the chart under the 
heading “Amount.”  I then took this Amount and entered it into the CPI Inflation 
Calculator from bls.gov, and adjusted it for 2016 dollars; I then entered the adjusted 
amount (the answer from the Bureau of Labor Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator online, 
located at <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>) into the chart under the 
heading “Amount in 2016 Dollars.”  I then filled out the rest of the chart with the age 
range of the children, and the school level of the children. 
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2016); and 14-15 got an average of $32.44 a week ($59.57 in 2016).418  The Christian 

Science Monitor reported in 1991 the following median allowance amounts, issued 

weekly to children nationwide: 9-10-year-olds: $3 ($5.29 in 2016); 11-14-year-olds: $5 

($8.81 in 2016).419  Similarly, the New York Times related in 1991 that the standard 

expert advice as regards allowance amounts was to give about $1-1.50 a week ($1.76-

2.64 in 2016) beginning at age 6, and raise the amount by a few dollars at every 

birthday.420  The same paper reported that year on the Rand Youth Poll, published in 

1991, that boys aged 13-15 received an average allowance of $15.25 a week ($28 in 

2016) in 1990, while girls of the same age received $16.90 a week ($31.03 in 

2016).  Boys aged 16-18 averaged $27.20 a week ($49.95 in 2016), and girls in that age 

bracket averaged $28.80 a week ($52.89 in 2016).421 

The Wall Street Journal reported in 1993 the following median weekly allowance 

amounts for the specified age groups: 9-10: $2 ($3.32 in 2016); 11-12: $5 ($8.30 in 

2016); 13-14: $5 ($8.30 in 2016).  Financial analyst Neale Godfrey stated in 1993 that 

her seven-year-old got $7 ($11.63 in 2016), and her 10-year-old got $10 a week ($16.61 

in 2016).422  Godfrey recommended that parents pay children, per week, about one dollar 

                                                 
418 Fawn Vrazo, “Kids Stuff: Riding a Wave of Youthful Wealth, Kids Use Their 
Allowance to Set Trends,” Chicago Tribune (10 January 1990): NS20-NS21. 
419 “Children’s Allowances and Chores,” Christian Science Monitor (29 April 1991): 7.  
420 Leonard Sloane, “With Allowances, Every Parent Differs,” New York Times (2 
November 1991): 52. 
421 Leonard Sloane, “With Allowances, Every Parent Differs,” New York Times (2 
November 1991): 52. 
422 Lynn Asinof, “Your Money Matters: Weekend Report: Kids and Money: Lessons on 
Dollars and Sense,” Wall Street Journal (19 November 1993): C1. 
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for each year of age they had attained, beginning at the age of six, or $6 a week ($9.97 in 

2016).423  

In 1995 Parents magazine stated the following average allowance amounts 

nationwide: ages 6-8: $1.99 a week ($3.13 in 2016); and ages 9-11: $4.17 a week ($6.57 

in 2016).424  It is clear that allowance amounts showed a steeper increase than before 

beginning by the 1970s, and continuing through the end of the study in 2000, even in 

some cases increasing faster than parental incomes and faster than inflation.  This reveals 

much about the nature of the consumer society, the way in which consumerism was 

ubiquitous by the final decades of the twentieth century, and the way in which most 

parents kept the true state of their finances from their children, and wished to keep their 

children’s allowance amounts high, even as many middle-class parents were feeling the 

“pocketbook pinch.”  This historical development of the 1970s-2000 regarding 

allowances, and hence children’s engagement with consumerism, is discussed in greater 

detail below. 

Why Did Parents Accelerate Allowance Expansion After 1970? 

Concerning the question of why parents appeared to give in with regard to 

increased allowance amounts from the 1970s onward, even though family income 

flattened in about 1973 and remained stagnant in most sectors of the economy through 

the end of the study in 2000, there were a confluence of factors which affected these 

parental attitudes and behaviors.  Some of the major reasons for this apparent parental 

                                                 
423 Neale Godfrey, “Work-for-Pay Allowance Teaches Children the Value of Money,” 
Washington Post (28 September 1997): L5. 
424 Janet Bodnar, Nickelodeon/Yankelovich Youth Monitor Survey in “Money Matters,” 
Parents (May 1995): 68. 
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capitulation to children’s demands were: concerns for children’s happiness, worries for 

children to have a “proper” middle-class childhood, and the tendency of parents to keep 

the true state of their finances from their children. 

Additionally, there were other historical elements behind the fact that parents 

mainly allowed increases in allowance amounts including: not wanting children to feel 

they had “missed out;” wanting to keep up with the Joneses and their children; realizing 

and admitting the ubiquitous nature of the consumer society, and perceiving that most 

kids had quite significant allowances; and lastly, as a kind of implied compensation for 

the years spent in formal schooling and in financial dependence, as well as for a future 

which felt more uncertain than ever before, and for which parents perceived they were 

more apprehensive for their children than their parents had been for them.  Parents and 

experts evinced a palpable anxiety, which rose as the years from 1945-2000 progressed, 

at the task of preparing children for the future.  Over 55 years the shift occurs from a 

blue-collar to a white-collar to a knowledge-based economy, and more so than ever 

before in U.S. history, one sees parents and experts in the second half of the twentieth 

century who were grappling with the awareness that they were no longer preparing most 

children to grow up and assume blue collar jobs, or jobs along the lines of those 

previously held by their parents and grandparents. 

Conclusion 

Allowances Recap, 1970s-2000 

By 1990, several important trends regarding allowances were quite well-

established.  Analysis of allowances across 1970s-2000 has revealed that the three trends 
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already identified in 1945-1960s continued, and in some cases, were magnified.  These 

three trends were: the move toward the regularization of allowances; the expansion of the 

allowance to more families, and the increase in allowance amounts; and parental re-

thinking of the purposes for which the allowance was designed.  Most importantly, 

though, for this era, the 1970s-2000, was the fact that by the 1970s most parents were 

realizing that the allowance was becoming mostly for the purposes of consumerism, and 

secondarily, if at all, as payment for chores. 

There were additional factors regarding why exactly allowances went up so much 

in the 1970s-1990s, with steeper increases for these decades than the previous decades, 

1945-1960s.  The main reasons were: children were alone more, especially by the 1990s, 

as either both parents were working or there was a single-parent household; parents felt 

busier and were delegating more of the buying decisions to children, so their allowances 

needed to be increased accordingly so they could make purchases which most parents 

used to make for kids in earlier decades; parents felt guilty and increased allowance 

amounts as one of the many ways to address this guilt; smaller family sizes enabled more 

spending per child; and parents desired for their children to have more independence, and 

giving kids a large allowance was one way that parents perceived they could work toward 

this goal. 

By the 1970s but really taking off in the 1980s and 1990s, it was true that parents 

felt much busier (as documented in the “Gifts and Guilt” chapter, with increased hours 

spent at work, commuting, and completing office assignments during evenings and 

weekends), and as a direct result, allowance amounts accelerated faster than historical 
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trend lines might have predicted.  This occurred for a variety of reasons, including as 

parents delegated more and more spending to their kids, particularly for snacks, meals, 

and movies and other leisure activities, then kids’ allowance amounts needed to be 

increased accordingly.  Arthur I. Pober, then-director of the Children’s Advertising 

Review Unit of the Council of Better Business Bureaus, stated in 1993, “‘Kids are 

making more and more purchasing decisions,’” and this contributed directly to the 

inflated allowance amounts.425 

Likewise, Michael Lyden, then-senior vice president for marketing at Tyco Toys, 

stated in 1993 that children as young as 8 were calling the shots in spending money.  He 

said that when kids walked into stores: “‘Kids above 8 are [increasingly] buying with 

‘their own money’ [allowances] that came from mom and dad.’”426  For instance, in 

December 2000, Kiplinger’s Personal Finance magazine reported that sixteen-year-old 

Andrew Jacobs got $20 a week ($27.88 a week in 2016 terms)427 for his allowance, 

which his parents stated was mostly so that he could cover his entertainment expenses 

without having to come to them to ask for money and permission each time, as they felt 

too busy with work and commutes to personally oversee each entertainment and leisure-

time decision.428 

                                                 
425 Susan Antilla, “‘I Want’ Now Gets,” New York Times (4 April 1993): EDUC17. 
426 Susan Antilla, “‘I Want’ Now Gets,” New York Times (4 April 1993): EDUC17. 
427 CPI Inflation Calculator, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Washington, D.C., 
<https://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl?cost1=20&year1=2000&year2=2016>.  Accessed 
18 March 2017. 
428 Janet Bodnar and Kimberly Lankford, “Unspoiled Little Rich Kids,” Kiplinger's 
Personal Finance; Washington, D.C.: 54.12 (Dec 2000): 77. 
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Also, it is true that historical instances of children who referred to themselves as 

spendthrifts peaked in the 1980s and 1990s, and that occasions on which kids asked for a 

raise in their allowance increased somewhat in the 1970s, and really increased steeply in 

the 1980s and 1990s.  Remember that family incomes were increasingly steadily across 

1945 to about 1973; then, family incomes plateaued beginning about 1973.  Certain 

sectors of the economy were plagued by inflation in the early 1970s and early 1990s.  I 

have found that in the early 1970s429 and early 1990s,430 average allowance amounts 

actually increased faster than inflation, and faster than parental incomes. 

Parents by the 1990s felt that allowances were too high, and yet allowances kept 

going up--parents said one thing, and did another.  This gulf between parental perception 

and parental behavior is also in evidence in the chapter “Gifts and Guilt,” in which 

parents spent much of 1945-1990 claiming that they knew they should not tie gifts to 

guilt, yet still doing precisely that.   

If parents of the 1960s were alarmed by what they perceived as the low number of 

chores their children completed, and the high allowance amounts, they were certainly not 

prepared for developments of the new few decades.  By the 1970s, the average middle-

class child completed even fewer chores and had an even greater allowance amount than 

in previous decades.  In the 1980s and 1990s, most children completed a very small 

number of chores each week, at the same time that they were given large allowances. 

                                                 
429 Staff Writers, “On Family Allowance: Teens Spend Big Despite Recession,” Chicago 
Tribune (3 May 1971): B11.  Robert Dallos, “Child Power: Allowances vs Inflation--
How Much Is Right?” Los Angeles Times (21 June 1973): A1.   
430 Kathy Kristof, “Filial Finance: Children Have More Money Than Ever, and More 
Spending Savvy,” Los Angeles Times (8 September 1993): D1, D5. 
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In addition, children’s allowance amounts generally remained high from the 

1970s onward in most parts of the country--largely as parents were reluctant to restrict 

their children's engagement with consumerism too severely--even for years in which 

commentators noted that parents were feeling the “pocketbook pinch.” 

For instance, news media outlets noted that in the early 1970s, as well as the early 

1990s, the expansion in children’s buying power (which news reports stated was fueled 

mostly by large allowances, more so than by gift money or by part-time jobs)431 was 

accelerating rapidly, at the same time as their parents’ buying power and standard of 

living were either stagnant or declining slightly.432433  In the late 1980s, parents--more so 

than ever before--turned over buying decisions, including decisions as to how to spend 

allowances, to their children.  This trend was noted by journalists and cultural 

commentators at the time.  For instance, Ellen Graham of the Wall Street Journal 

reported in 1988, “youngsters’ observations reflect a seismic shift in purchasing power in 

the American home.  Mom and Dad, too busy making money to spend it, are surrendering 

                                                 
431 Sources for this statement include: the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los 
Angeles Times, and the Chicago Tribune.  Also James U. McNeal, Kids as Customers: A 
Handbook of Marketing to Children (New York, NY: Lexington Books; Toronto, CA: 
Maxwell Macmillan Canada; New York, NY: Maxwell Macmillan International, 1992), 
and James U. McNeal The Kids’ Market: Myths and Realities (Ithaca, NY: Paramount 
Market, 1999).  Sources for the idea that by the 1990s, the vast majority of middle-class 
kids were not taking on part-time jobs or those who did take on part-time jobs were not 
making much money, include: Telephone Conversation with Britt Beemer, CEO, 
America’s Research Group (a consumer research and market research firm), 17 March 
2017, ARG based in Charleston, SC. 
432 Staff Writers, “On Family Allowance: Teens Spend Big Despite Recession,” Chicago 
Tribune (3 May 1971): B11. 
433 Kathy Kristof, “Filial Finance: Children Have More Money Than Ever, and More 
Spending Savvy,” Los Angeles Times (8 September 1993): D5. 
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the purse strings to their children.  The children, in turn, seem born to shop--and not just 

for toys and candy [but increasingly for more expensive items as well].”434  

It was clear in the 1993 that the extra money most kids had did not necessarily 

result in kids being able to buy more total items each year than the previous year because 

prices had gone up in the past five years, since 1988.435  What this means is that, at least 

between 1988 and 1993, increased allowance amounts from year to year most often only 

meant that kids could buy the same total number of items as the previous year, rather than 

buying a greater number of items because the allowance had gone up.  In other words, at 

least for the period 1988-1993, parents were spending more and more on allowances, so 

that their kids could purchase about the same number of items as they had purchased the 

previous year--like a treadmill where you move your legs but you stay in one place 

essentially.  A popular consumer magazine addressed readers who might have been 

thinking of asking for a raise in their allowance amount in 1993, and cautioned, “Adults 

haven’t done any better.  Their buying power is down, too.”436  Yet I have found that 

adults mostly insulated, or attempted to insulate, their children from the realization that 

their buying power was down, primarily by keeping allowance amounts high from the 

1970s onward, even as many middle-class adults were feeling the pinch. 

                                                 
434 Ellen Graham, “Children’s Hour: As Kids Gain Power of the Purse, Marketing Takes 
Aim at Them; Double-Career Parents Yield Many Spending Decisions To Tykes ‘Born to 
Shop;’ Far Beyond Toys and Candy, Wall Street Journal (19 January 1988): 1. 
435 Please see the relevant spreadsheet page, entitled “CPI, 1945-2000,” in the Appendix 
showing the sharp increase in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) from 1988-1993, 
compared with the previous five-year-span.  The page is denoted as “CPI, 1945-2000 
(1982-1984=100)” and is listed under that name in the “Appendix to the Allowances 
Chapter.”  CPI taken from: Ed. Scott Derks, The Value of a Dollar: Prices and Incomes 
in the Unites States, 1860-2004 (Millerton, NY: Grey House Publishing, 2004).  
436 “The Allowance Report,” Zillions (April/May 1993): 10. 
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Various sources corroborated my idea that allowance amounts increased out of 

proportion to increases in the average family income in the early-1970s and early-1990s, 

including the New York Times, which stated in a 1993 article, “children themselves have 

more money to spend, even as their parents’ disposable income declines.”437  The article 

identified that the increase in spending money drew largely from increases in allowances-

-rather than, for instance, increases in gift money or money from part-time jobs--and that 

allowances had been increased in the 1990s for a variety of reasons including guilt and a 

parental desire to make children more independent.  Journalist Susan Antilla explicated 

that parental guilt drew from the fact that in many families, either both parents were 

working, or it was a single-parent family.  As Jim Williams of the Williams Inference 

Service in Longmeadow, Massachusetts, which had been counselling clients on what he 

called the “child power” marketing theme, put it, “‘adults are just plain not there as 

much.  Children, clever as they are, can take advantage of the situation.’”438 

Of course with both parents working, it often fell to the mother to experience the 

bulk of the guilt.  As Lou Pinkowitz, then-vice president of market development at a 

company which sold kids’ products, stated in 1993, he referred to the influence of mother 

guilt on buying decisions as “‘the G factor’--runaway guilt.”  Additionally, parents were 

trying to make their kids more independent because parents felt busier, and perceived that 

there were more calls on their time than ever before, and kids were in settings away from 

their parents for longer hours, and at earlier ages, than in previous decades.  Mr. 

Pinkowitz noted that by the 1990s, “‘Kids are in daycare much younger, which gives 

                                                 
437 Susan Antilla, “‘I Want’ Now Gets,” New York Times (4 April 1993): EDUC17. 
438 Susan Antilla, “‘I Want’ Now Gets,” New York Times (4 April 1993): EDUC17. 



256 
 

them greater independence,’” and he felt that contributed to kids spending more of their 

own money, younger.  For the older set, working parents by the 1990s left these kids 

alone for longer stretches of time, so “a number of parents are beefing up allowances so 

that youngsters can shop for their own clothes or snacks,” stated Professor of Marketing 

James U. McNeal.439 

Experts of the 1990s felt that power relations within the family appeared to have 

been inverted, with children, rather than parents, increasingly in charge of many of the 

key decisions--and greatly affecting decisions made for them, such as allowance 

amounts.  As Mr. Pober put it, “‘The family unit has changed dramatically, with parents 

vying for the approval of their kids,’” and he added, “‘It puts kids in a very powerful 

role.’”  Professor McNeal believed that, at least in terms of consumer decisions, by the 

1990s we were heading toward a “‘filiarchy.’”440  This echoes my point in the Gifts and 

Guilt chapter that by the 1990s, parents and experts were beginning to become, more than 

ever, disillusioned and disenchanted with high rates of children’s consumerism.  It 

remains to be seen, however, whether the steep rise in allowance amounts of the 1980s 

and 1990s in order to accommodate increased levels of children’s consumerism, 

continued after the close of this study in 2000--that will be the topic of a future article. 

 
  

                                                 
439 Susan Antilla, “‘I Want’ Now Gets,” New York Times (4 April 1993): EDUC17. 
440 Susan Antilla, “‘I Want’ Now Gets,” New York Times (4 April 1993): EDUC17.  See 
also Kathy Kristof, “Filial Finance: Children Have More Money Than Ever, and More 
Spending Savvy,” Los Angeles Times (8 September 1993): D1, D5.  “Traditional 
matriarchies and patriarchies are being pushed aside by ‘filiarchies.’  Translation: kids 
are in control.” (D1)  
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4. Gifts and Guilt 

Introduction 

Parents’ gifts to children had long constituted a vital aspect both of family life in 

general and children’s consumerism in particular.  During the postwar decades, gifting 

practices changed – and expanded--in only loose relationship to the kinds of guidance 

parents tried to exercise over buying decisions and even allowances.  Television’s impact 

probably magnified gifting opportunities, but the basic gift-giving dynamic flowed from 

other parental issues and motives, and particularly from a sense of guilt.  Only at the end 

of the period, by about 1990, and in some relationship to other historical changes such as 

the new concern over children’s apparent greed or seeming spoiled, did gift-giving 

patterns begin to align themselves somewhat more clearly with other parental policies. 

Across 1945-2000, as parental guilt increased, parents also increasingly relied on 

gifts to address their guilt--as opposed to earlier in the century, when parents had more 

time, and used time to address guilt, or, more often, simply told children to stop being 

manipulative and trying to guilt them into purchases.  Of course, parents in all eras have 

given their children gifts for a number of reasons, and not always owing to the diverse 

motivations associated with parental guilt.  However, this chapter will focus on the 

motives, emotions, and behaviors of parents who perceived that they should be feeling 

guilty.  Additionally, in 1945-2000, it was clear in the primary sources that the 
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symbolism of gifts was not lost on children, and in fact they knew full well why they 

were getting gifts and had a good sense of how to ramp up their demands and increase the 

effectiveness of their requests in the future, by appeals to parental guilt.  Although 

children were literal thinkers generally, in the case of presents, they knew there was more 

to the gesture than just the child getting a new toy.  If one were to question whether 

children really understood the intentions or implications of parental purchases, one could 

rest assured that eight-year-old Kathy, discussed in Parents magazine in 1994, was 

representative of the children’s views in my data set across 1945-2000, when she asserted 

regarding the importance of gifts: “every time you get one, you know that somebody was 

thinking of you.”441  

This chapter on Gifts and Guilt asserts that children’s consumerism--meaning 

purchases by or for children--in the U.S. increased as adults spent more hours each week 

at work and commuting, which then resulted in parents feeling guilty and buying guilt 

gifts.442  Parental absence because of work was a principal element in parental 

perceptions of guilt, as was perceived emotional distance, as well as parents’ perception 

                                                 
441 Mark Baker, “How Kids Really Feel,” Parents (December 1994): 94-96. 
442 Contributed by Lee A. Craig, “Consumption Expenditures by Type, 1929-1999,” 
Series Cd153-263, Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition 
Online  (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 11-
12.  <http://hsus.cambridge.org.mutex.gmu.edu/HSUSWeb/search/searchessaypdf.do?id=
Cd153-263>.  Accessed 4 March 2017.  I extracted just the Figures for 1945-1999 for my 
spreadsheet.  Figures in Table were not adjusted for inflation, as confirmed by Harvey 
Davis of the Bureau of Economic Analysis, telephone conversation, March 2017.  I 
converted all the figures to 2016 dollars myself with data from 
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/community/teaching-aids/cpi-calculator-information 
Accessed 10 March 2017. 
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that they had fallen short of the demands of the happiness imperative.443  In 1945-2000 in 

the U.S., the expansion of consumerism was highlighted within parents’ and children’s 

relationships to consumer goods, in a particular facet which may be termed as a gifts-and-

guilt cycle.  When parents perceived that they felt guilty over their physical absence, 

perceived emotional distance, or sensed they were falling short of their children’s 

expectations of parental delivery on happiness obligations, they attempted to replace their 

guilt with gifts.  The number of guilt gifts grew steadily from 1945 to 1990, and then 

levelled off after 1990 as parents felt economic pressures, became more receptive to 

expert advice, and became more disillusioned than before with the scope and scale of 

children’s consumerism, which had been growing rapidly since 1945.  Parents by 1990 

also realized that they spent more time with their children than their parents had spent 

with them.  This pattern of guilty parenting was not measurably altered by the arrival of 

                                                 
443 The concept of what I refer to as a “happiness imperative,” based on Peter Stearns’ 
conception of “happiness obligations,” was not a defined strategy meant to increase the 
happiness of children, propagated by experts for the use of parents, but rather was a set of 
social norms and cultural conventions in the U.S., and countries which drew upon the 
U.S. as a primary cultural influence, which dictated that individuals appear to be happy 
and cheerful to others, all of the time.  As I use the term in this dissertation, it means the 
demands that parents placed upon themselves to make their children seem consistently 
“happy,” according to the individual parent’s own definition of the term “happy.”  The 
happiness imperative will be discussed in detail later in the chapter, and it is important to 
make clear that although expert advice often made this imperative seem to weigh more 
heavily on many middle-class parents as 1945-2000 progressed, ultimately it was an 
imperative primarily imposed upon parents by themselves, in light of their own 
perception that they were somehow falling short of their goals to keep their children 
“happy.”  At times, the emotional weight of the happiness imperative was increased by 
children portraying themselves as not fully “happy,” although often parents were simply 
reading too much into the situation and mistaking the lack of an eternal grin for evidence 
that a child was unhappy; or, alternatively, children were being disingenuous in their self-
presentation, hopeful that appearing glum would result in parental capitulation to 
children’s demands for more consumer treats.  
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the baby boom or by the generation of parents after the baby boom, parents of the baby 

bust.   

There is much that is distinctive about this chapter as opposed to the other three 

chapters, and yet this chapter is essential to a dissertation which focuses on the expanding 

parental role, as 1945-2000 unfolded, to regulate, limit, and guide children’s 

consumerism at the same time as that consumerism expanded and children’s engagement 

with the consumer society accelerated.  While this is a dissertation which concentrates on 

the views and behaviors of parents, the advice of experts--as well as the opinions and 

behaviors of children--is also very important in understanding the historical trajectory of 

children’s consumerism in the U.S. in the second half of the twentieth century. 

Remember we have read that significant, meaningful, and lasting changes in the 

expert-parent relationship began to develop in the 1970s and were obvious by the 1980s 

in most realms under consideration in the dissertation so far, including: developments in 

teaching children about wise buying decisions, the impact of television on parenting in a 

consumer age, and the history of chores and allowances as they related to children’s 

consumerism, as well as the impact of children's consumerism on allowance 

amounts.  Mostly, recall that expansions in children’s consumerism resulted in parents 

increasing allowance amounts as each decade passed, even as the number of chores 

completed by children plummeted, and even as in the recessions of the early-1970s and 

early-1990s, parents themselves felt the pressures of the straitened economy.  To add to 

our historical portrait of changes in patterns of expert-parent relations, this chapter on 

Gifts and Guilt will show that parents spent most of 1945-1990 ignoring expert advice 
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not to feel guilt, and not to tie gifts to guilt.  Then in 1990, many vocal middle-class 

parents began to express a new willingness to enact expert advice, largely as a result of 

the economic pressures they were feeling, as well as their sense that middle-class children 

were more spoiled, had more “stuff,” and yet were more unsatisfied than in any previous 

decade. 

In support of my claim that many parents were experiencing a form of material 

possessions overload by about 1990, later in the chapter we will discuss representative 

quotes from parents disillusioned and overwhelmed by the extent of children's 

consumerism by 1990.  We will also analyze graphs and charts showing that by 1990, 

actual gift levels were beginning to level off, compared with 1945-1990, in which 

parental spending on gifts for children--much of it stemming from parental guilt--

accelerated at the same time as children’s consumerism expanded.  This chapter shows 

how parents spent about 45 years ignoring expert advice on matters of giving gifts to 

their children, in direct contrast to the Buying Decisions chapter, which has shown that, 

with the exception of a few key issues, parents spent about 55 years mostly following 

expert advice, or at least valuing expert recommendations, on matters of attempting to 

teach their children how to make wise buying decisions. 

Other than guilt brought about by parents trying to adhere to the cultural narrative 

of a happiness imperative, there were not any brand new sources of guilt as 1945 to 2000 

progressed, as the divorce rate did of course increase across this time period, but did not 

constitute a new source of guilt that only arose in 1945.  Rather, this was a source of guilt 

which was magnified in the years after 1945, and intensified each decade after 1945 as 
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the divorce rate grew steeper, then plateaued as the divorce rate stabilized somewhat in 

the 1980s and 1990s, compared to the previous three decades.444  There was over time 

from 1945 to 2000 mostly an amplification of pressures enacted on parents by existing 

sources of guilt.  Experts advised parents not to feel guilty, and in all situations not to buy 

guilt gifts.  Many parents did not heed this expert advice or imperfectly implemented this 

advice, at least until about 1990. 

I. Patterns of Gift Giving 

Patterns of Gift-Giving to 1945  

While the history of celebrating children’s birthdays presented a rather 

uncomplicated trajectory of constant progress onward and upward toward more hoopla, 

more gifts, and greater amounts spent on gifts, the history of parents’ presents to children 

at Christmas was slightly more complex and generally appeared to unfold across 1945-

2000 in cycles of inflated giving, then reigning in expectations, then back to inflated gift-

giving practices. 

The 1830s-1870s witnessed the transformation of Christmas celebrations from 

centering around older ideas of superiors bestowing largesse on subordinates, as well as 

remnants of aspects of end-of-year saturnalia, to centering on newer ideas of the so-

called-American Victorian period, which were self-consciously bourgeois and attempted 

to mold celebrations into rather sedate and restrained family- and home-based 

rituals.  These American Victorians desired to re-orient the holiday away from older, 

                                                 
444 “Divorce Rate Trends,” Reeve Vanneman, From Monthly Vital Statistics Reports, 
University of Maryland, Accessed 28 July 
2016.  <http://www.vanneman.umd.edu/socy441/trends/divorce.html>. 
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rowdy traditions such as mumming and wassailing, which were male-based and outdoors-

based, and toward traditions which were feminized and based indoors, as well as which 

minimized class conflict and after-the-harvest bacchanalia.  The move among middle-

class reformers was to re-create Christmas and to build a “sentimental holiday around the 

celebration of family.”445 

Gary Cross argued in his article for the book We Are What We Celebrate that the 

new ideal of the American Victorians celebrated the concept of family togetherness, in 

contrast to focusing on activities which allowed for a “safety valve” expression of class 

antagonism, as in earlier eras.446  Accordingly, the shift occurred from a focus on gift-

giving of food, drink, or small presents to servants, slaves, day laborers, and workers, to a 

concentration on gift-giving to children, as the idea of the family was idealized, 

sentimentalized, worshipped, almost apotheosized and elevated to a major cultural 

ideal.  As Gary Cross wrote, “No longer were children seen as servants upon whom 

Christmas boxes were obligingly bestowed, but rather as unique individuals, upon whom 

parents happily showered presents.”447 

Gary Cross believed that the most important change in the history of gift-giving to 

children was the historical shift in patterns of gift-giving: he stated that in the late 

nineteenth century, it first became conventional for adults to give gifts to children 

seasonally--especially at Christmas--and to mark rites of passage--particularly 

                                                 
445 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 63. 
446 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 63. 
447 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 64. 
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birthdays.  He wrote, “Christmas giving to children had become a central rite of the 

season [for middle-class families] since the 1880s when toy and novelty makers 

successfully tapped the ethic of free and unconditional spending on children that was so 

effectively symbolized by Santa Claus.”448 

These were significant historical transformations in views of children, views of 

the purpose of Christmas, and views of the goals behind gift-giving.  The goals behind 

gift-giving had previously been for subordinates to acknowledge their lower status, yet 

claim some type of protection or other benefit from being associated with a certain 

superior, and for superiors to reaffirm their elevated position vis a vis their subordinates 

and to remind the community of these power structures.  Now, after about 1830-1870, the 

main goal behind most gift-giving was to reaffirm parental love for children, celebrate the 

earthly family as a reflection of the divine family, and to inspire the “wondrous child”449 

and to create a sense of joy and wonderment or as Gary Cross has called it “wondrous 

innocence.”450  Christmas evolved from an adult time to a children’s time.  Cross wrote, 

“As rituals became domesticated, so also the ‘gift economy,’ anthropologist Dan Miller 

notes, shifted from building communal bonds to reinforcing family ties.”  He added, 

                                                 
448 Gary Cross, “Japan, The U.S., and The Globalization of Children’s Consumer 
Culture,” Journal of Social History; Summer 2005 (38, 4): 882. 
449 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 62. 
450 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 61. 
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“Gifts were ‘tamed’ as they became expressions of love and personal relationship rather 

than of power and wealth.”451 

Of course no discussion of a brief history of gift-giving would be complete 

without greater analysis of the adoption of the idea of Santa Claus.  As Gary Cross has 

noted, this occurred in the nineteenth century in the U.S., and Santa stood as an 

intermediary between the sentimentalized and sacred holiday, and the commercialized, 

secular, even vulgar aspect of shopping for goods and spending--often, spending too 

much.452  Cross wrote, “Perhaps the greatest filter, or decontaminator, shielding the 

gifting process from [charges of] ‘materialism’ and commercialism, was Santa Claus 

himself.”  He added, “This figure evolved in the nineteenth century into the ‘stand-in’ for 

the parental gift-giver.  Santa, in effect, disguised the indulgence of parents from children 

and to some extent from the parents themselves.”453 

Historians and other scholars have shown that prior to the large-scale urbanization 

of the U.S. in about 1880-1910; Americans adhered to earlier rural patterns of gift-giving 

which centered on giving homemade gifts to friends, family, and neighbors.  These gifts 

did not pose any financial difficulty to the giver, as he or she had constructed them in the 

                                                 
451 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 65. 
452 In my view, it was essentially socially-sanctioned money laundering on the part of the 
parents, while the idea of Santa appealed to kids because he was merry and mirthful and 
generous and lived in a fascinating far-away land called the North Pole and appealed to 
their imagination. 
453 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 65. 
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months between pulling in the harvest, and the Christmas celebration.454  Then, as more 

Americans moved to the cities near the turn of the twentieth century, this change 

coincided with the rise of American small manufacturing, at the same time as many 

Americans began to work year-round, and no longer had as much free time between 

September and December to make gifts themselves. 

This resulted in many Americans relying mostly on store-bought gifts for friends 

and family beginning in 1880-1910.  Critiques of this new system appeared as early as 

about 1910, and the Progressives, with their reforming spirit, pushed to cut back on what 

they perceived as the ways in which the holiday had become too 

commercialized.  Experts such as Dr. Evan Imber-Black stated that a major concern as 

regards commercialization was that this could lead to “trivialization” of the true meaning 

of the holiday, which was primarily the birth of the Christ child, as well as a celebration 

of life, love, and family.455  Charges of commercialization and trivialization were first 

triggered by the transition from mostly homemade to mostly store-bought 

gifts.  Christmas did not begin to approach anything like its modern scale until it was 

transformed into a major, commercialized, increasingly nationally-homogenous holiday 

between 1880 and 1910.456 

Historians such as William Butler Waits considered that the Progressives (1890s-

1920s) were generally successful in reforming aspects of the way Christmas was 

                                                 
454 William B. Waits, “Christmas Past and Presents,” New York Times (23 December 
2004): A25. 
455 Donna Greene, “Importance of Rituals (or a Lack of Them),” New York Times (6 
December 1992): WC3. 
456 William B. Waits, “Christmas Past and Presents,” New York Times (23 December 
2004): A25. 
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celebrated, including cutting back on “presents” that employees had previously been 

expected to give to their superiors, and, building upon the American Victorians, 

continuing to re-orient the holiday more toward a family-and-home-based celebration, 

and making it less overtly commercialized and focused upon the workplace and the 

public sector.457  Then, as the twentieth century continued to unfold, as we will read 

below, there were cycles in which Christmas became viewed as over-the-top, then 

families scaled back, then gradually Christmas became a larger and larger celebration 

once again.   

Levels of Parental Gift-Giving  

 The history of parental gift-giving to children in the U.S. centers around the 

occasions of children’s birthdays and Christmas, and levels of parental gift-giving for 

each of these occasions escalated steadily as 1945-1990 progressed, and children’s 

consumerism expanded, then purchases leveled out beginning at about 1990.  Data are 

presented below with regard to this idea of a levelling out of gifts in the 1990s, and in 

addition, it is illustrative of the trend that retailers identified the 1990 Christmas shopping 

season as “the worst holiday shopping season in years.”458  For certain demographics, as 

1945-2000 unfolded, there were other major gift-giving occasions such as Sweet Sixteen 

parties, reports of high-schoolers receiving brand-new cars in the 1980s and 1990s, and 

gifts given upon graduation from high school or upon being accepted to a certain 

college.  We will concentrate here on Christmas and birthdays.  It was clear there was gift 

                                                 
457 William B. Waits, “Christmas Past and Presents,” New York Times (23 December 
2004): A25. 
458 Beth Ann Krier, “Buying for the Holidays: On Your Mark, Get Set…,” Los Angeles 
Times (23 November 1990): E8. 
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inflation from 1945 to 1990, then a bit of levelling off at 1990.  While precise 

quantitative data targeted just at parental spending on gifts only are not always available 

for each year between 1945 and 2000, the data which follow are suggestive of general 

historical trends, and thus useful for our analysis of issues surrounding gifts and guilt. 

 One of the best data sets to use to indicate patterns regarding gifts and guilt comes 

from data from America’s Research Group (ARG), a market research and consumer 

trends research firm based in Charleston, South Carolina, and particularly this firm’s 

“Christmas Forecast Studies,” which have been conducted of thousands of parents 

annually since 1983.  Across 1983-1985, in 6,000 interviews with parents, ARG found 

that average spending was $119.60 per child at Christmas ($266.77 in 2016 

dollars).459  In 1986-1990, in surveys of 12,000 parents, ARG reported that spending was 

$132.17 per child at Christmas ($242.71 in 2016 dollars).460  In phone interviews with 

21,000 parents across 1991-1995, ARG calculated that $136.41 was spent on each child 

at Christmas ($214.83 in 2016 dollars).461  Lastly, again in phone interviews with 21,000 

parents between 1996 and 2000, ARG tabulated that $127.80 was spent per child at 

Christmas ($178.12 in 2016 dollars).462463  These figures show clearly that parental 

                                                 
459 $119.60 in 1985 was equal to $266.77 in 2016, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>. 
460 $132.17 in 1990 was equal to $242.71 in 2016, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>. 
461 $136.41 in 1995 was equal to $214.83 in 2016, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>. 
462 $127.80 in 2000 was equal to $178.12 in 2016, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics CPI Inflation Calculator <https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm>. 
463 “Christmas Forecast Studies,” America’s Research Group (ARG), Charleston, South 
Carolina; Telephone Conversations with Mr. Britt Beemer, CEO, Spring 
2017.  Questions were worded the same for all data sets.  127-145 questions were asked 
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spending on gifts to children during a key indicator season (the Christmas season) was 

decreasing as we neared the 1990s, and either decreased or levelled off (levelled off if 

one takes into account the fact that many parents were purchasing consumer electronics 

such as a computer as a “family gift,” so the parent did not include that amount in the 

amount spent per child and reported to the ARG staff member) during the decade of the 

1990s.464  For a visualization of the data from ARG, please see below. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
of each respondent.  Questions were asked in telephone interviews of parents nationwide, 
in a nationally-representative sample.  The number of parents interviewed for each study 
is indicated in the body text above.  
464 “Christmas Forecast Studies,” America’s Research Group (ARG), Charleston, South 
Carolina; Telephone Conversations with Mr. Britt Beemer, CEO, Spring 2017.  Mr. 
Beemer was of the impression that if one were able to factor into the average amount 
spent per child, that child’s “share” of a “family gift” such as a computer, then parental 
spending on gifts to children at Christmas in the 1990s would have appeared to level off, 
or flatten, and would not have appeared to decrease.  He was also of the distinct 
impression, from reviewing his company’s data from the 1990s, that many parents of that 
decade had shifted some of their spending from the Christmas season to the back-to-
school season, as middle-class children requested more and higher-priced clothing and 
shoe items for the start of each new school year. 
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Figure 1 Parental Spending on Gifts at Christmas, Per Child, in 2016 Dollars 
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 Additionally, annual net sales from the nation’s two-largest toy conglomerates--

Mattel465 and Hasbro466--reflected changing patterns of parental gift giving as 1945 to 

2000 unfolded.  

                                                 
465 “Mattel Incorporated Annual Report--1961,” America’s Corporate Foundation, 
ProQuest Annual Historical Business Reports, 4.  “Mattel Incorporated Annual Report--
1961,” America’s Corporate Foundation, ProQuest Annual Historical Business Reports, 
14.  “Mattel Incorporated Annual Report--1970,” America’s Corporate Foundation, 
ProQuest Annual Historical Business Reports, 21.   “Mattel Incorporated Annual Report--
1980,” America’s Corporate Foundation, ProQuest Annual Historical Business Reports, 
24.  “Mattel Incorporated Annual Report--1990,” America’s Corporate Foundation, 
ProQuest Annual Historical Business Reports, 1.  “Mattel Incorporated Annual Report--
2000,” America’s Corporate Foundation, ProQuest Annual Historical Business Reports, 
17.   
466 Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Wholly Owned Subsidiaries, “Consolidated Statement of 
Earnings and Retained Earnings: Year Ended December 31, 1968,” 1968, 1.  Scanned 
Document Courtesy of Giovanna Soprano, Investor Relations Coordinator, Hasbro, 
Pawtucket, Rhode Island, 02860.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Consolidated Subsidiaries, 
“Consolidated Statements of Earnings and Retained Earnings: Year Ended December 29, 
1974,” 1974, 8.  Scanned Document Courtesy of Giovanna Soprano, Investor Relations 
Coordinator, Hasbro, Pawtucket, Rhode Island, 02860.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and 
Consolidated Subsidiaries, “Consolidated Statements of Earnings and Retained Earnings: 
Year Ended December 31, 1980,” 1980, 14.  Scanned Document Courtesy of Giovanna 
Soprano, Investor Relations Coordinator, Hasbro, Pawtucket, Rhode Island, 
02860.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Consolidated Subsidiaries, “Financial Highlights: 
Year Ended December 1990,” 1990, 1.  Scanned Document Courtesy of Giovanna 
Soprano, Investor Relations Coordinator, Hasbro, Pawtucket, Rhode Island, 
02860.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Consolidated Subsidiaries, “1996,” “Financial 
Highlights: Year Ended December 2000,” Hasbro Inc., 2000 Annual Report, 2000, 
i.  http://files.shareholder.com/downloads/HAS/3306874672x0x456758/1BF7BB27-
F652-4BD9-8263-8D0890E2B8FE/2000AR.pdf 
Downloaded from “Annual Reports and Proxies” at 
http://investor.hasbro.com/annuals.cfm 
On 26 November 2016.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Consolidated Subsidiaries, “1997,” 
“Financial Highlights: Year Ended December 2000,” Hasbro Inc., 2000 Annual Report, 
2000, 
i.  http://files.shareholder.com/downloads/HAS/3306874672x0x456758/1BF7BB27-
F652-4BD9-8263-8D0890E2B8FE/2000AR.pdf 
Downloaded from “Annual Reports and Proxies” at 
http://investor.hasbro.com/annuals.cfm 
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Below you will find a graph of Hasbro Annual Net Sales, adjusted to 2016 

dollars, and you will see that sales flattened out for most of the 1990s.  For all the data, 

please consult the spreadsheet “Hasbro Net Sales, Adjusted to 2016 Dollars” in the 

“Appendix to Gifts and Guilt.”  You will see that I was able to acquire all of the figures 

for 1967 through 2000, except for 1969, as that was not available on any database I 

searched.  It was not available in ProQuest Historical Business Databases, it was not 

available in any of the scanned documents I obtained from Hasbro employees, and it was 

not available in the current Mergent database or the Historical Mergent Archives 

database.467 

                                                                                                                                                 
On 26 November 2016.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Consolidated Subsidiaries, “1998,” 
“Financial Highlights: Year Ended December 2000,” Hasbro Inc., 2000 Annual Report, 
2000, 
i.  http://files.shareholder.com/downloads/HAS/3306874672x0x456758/1BF7BB27-
F652-4BD9-8263-8D0890E2B8FE/2000AR.pdf 
Downloaded from “Annual Reports and Proxies” at 
http://investor.hasbro.com/annuals.cfm 
On 26 November 2016.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Consolidated Subsidiaries, “1999,” 
“Financial Highlights: Year Ended December 2000,” Hasbro Inc., 2000 Annual Report, 
2000, 
i.  http://files.shareholder.com/downloads/HAS/3306874672x0x456758/1BF7BB27-
F652-4BD9-8263-8D0890E2B8FE/2000AR.pdf 
Downloaded from “Annual Reports and Proxies” at 
http://investor.hasbro.com/annuals.cfm 
On 26 November 2016.  Hasbro Industries, Inc., and Consolidated Subsidiaries, “2000,” 
“Financial Highlights: Year Ended December 2000,” Hasbro Inc., 2000 Annual Report, 
2000, 
i.  http://files.shareholder.com/downloads/HAS/3306874672x0x456758/1BF7BB27-
F652-4BD9-8263-8D0890E2B8FE/2000AR.pdf 
Downloaded from “Annual Reports and Proxies” at 
http://investor.hasbro.com/annuals.cfm 
On 26 November 2016. 
467 Hasbro: Data for the following years came from the historical Mergent Archive: 1969-
1972, 1975, 1981-1982.  Data for the following years came from the current Mergent 
database: 1983-1985, 1991-1995.  Data from years not specified above came from the 
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Figure 2 Hasbro Net Sales, 1967-2000, 2016 Dollars 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Corporate 10k filings recorded in ProQuest Historical Business Databases, and from 
employees at Hasbro Corporation. 
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Below you will find a graph of Mattel Annual Net Sales, adjusted to 2016 dollars, 

and you will see that sales flattened out for some portions of the 1990s.  For all the data, 

please consult the spreadsheet “Mattel Net Sales, Adjusted to 2016 Dollars” in the 

“Appendix to Gifts and Guilt.”  You will see that I was able to acquire all of the figures 

for 1960 through 2000.  These figures are drawn from Corporate 10k filings in the 

ProQuest Historical Business Database, from the Moody’s Industrial Manuals in the 

current Mergent database, and from the Moody’s Industrial Manuals in the Historical 

Mergent Archives database.468 

 

 

                                                 
468 Mattel: Data for the following years came from the historical Mergent Archive: 1962-
1968, 1971-1978, 1981-1982.  Data for the following years came from the current 
Mergent database: 1983-1987, 1991-1995.  Data from years not specified above came 
from the Corporate 10k filings recorded in ProQuest Historical Business Databases. 
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Figure 3 Mattel Net Sales, 1960-2000, 2016 Dollars 
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Another great data set to use in our analysis of the gifts-and-guilt cycle was drawn 

from the column labelled “nondurable toys and sporting supplies” from the table, 

“Consumption Expenditures by Type: 1929-1999,” contributed by Lee A. Craig, in the 

Historical Statistics of the United States, Millennial Edition Online, published by 

Cambridge University Press.469  I extracted the data concerning 1945 to 1999, and I 

converted the amounts to 2016 dollars.  For more detail on this, please see the graph 

below entitled “Toy Sales in the U.S., 1945-2000, Adjusted to 2016 Dollars.”470  

 

                                                 
469 Contributed by Lee A. Craig, “Consumption Expenditures by Type, 1929-1999,” 
Series Cd153-263, Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition 
Online  (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 11-
12.  <http://hsus.cambridge.org.mutex.gmu.edu/HSUSWeb/search/searchessaypdf.do?id=
Cd153-263>.  Accessed 4 March 2017.  I extracted just the Figures for 1945-1999 for my 
spreadsheet.  Figures in Table were not adjusted for inflation, as confirmed by Harvey 
Davis of the Bureau of Economic Analysis, telephone conversation, March 2017.  I 
converted all the figures to 2016 dollars myself with data from 
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/community/teaching-aids/cpi-calculator-information 
Accessed 10 March 2017.  
470 If toy sales at toy stores can be said to have flattened out slightly in the 1990s--and it 
is hard to tell, but it seems as if 1989-1991, at the very least, may represent some 
flattening out--some of this trend was likely due to the influence of big-box stores such as 
Walmart and Target.  This trend was also likely affected by the rise of a buying pattern in 
which a family purchased consumer electronics as a “family gift”--such as a computer or 
computers for all of the children to share, as a Christmas gift--and so, of course, these 
consumer electronics would not be purchased at a toy store.  The best source for these 
two assertions comes from Telephone Conversations with Mr. Britt Beemer, CEO, 
America’s Research Group (ARG), Charleston, SC; Spring 2017. 
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Figure 4 Toy Sales in the U.S., 1945-2000, Adjusted to 2016 Dollars 

 

 

 

Overall, we will discover as we read this chapter that parental spending on toys 

and other gifts increased 1945-1990, then flattened out slightly in about 1990 as parents 

began to feel the pocketbook pinch; began to perceive that their children were, more than 

ever, starting to seem “spoiled;” and as parents finally paid heed to news media accounts 

that parents were spending more “quality time” with their children than their parents had 

spent with them.471  The primary reasons that my graphs for Hasbro, Mattel, and Toy 

                                                 
471 American Heritage Time Use Study, Centre for Time Use Research, Department of 
Sociology, University of Oxford, UK.  Accessed via 
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Sales do not necessarily show a massive flattening out of purchases in the 1990s, are that 

adults other than parents were buying toys, including more so than ever before by the 

1990s, grandparents who were either traditional grandparents or, increasingly, who lived 

with and/or helped raise their grandchildren, and were splashing out on toys as never 

before.472  Also, just as importantly for a dissertation on children’s consumerism, parents 

were shifting buying gradually to children, and this was particularly apparent in the years 

after about 1990, as will be detailed near the end of this chapter, as many middle-class 

parents perceived that they felt busier than ever before, perceived that their guilt was 

neither useful nor necessary, and cut back on guilt gifts, and increased allowance 

amounts, thus shifting many consumer purchases--including toys--from the realm of 

                                                                                                                                                 
<http://www.timeuse.org/publications/results/field_ctur_datasets%3A4> on 10 January 
2016.  Evrim Altintas.  Parents’ Time with Children: Micro and Macro 
Perspectives.  Department of Sociology and Nuffield College.  Oxford, UK: University 
of Oxford, 2012.  Accessed via <http://www.timeuse.org/node/5550> on 10 January 
2016. 
472 See, for example, the Wall Street Journal on this issue.  Tammy Hiler, a 30-year-old 
mother from Buffalo, New York, stated in 1996 that her two-year-old son Jordan 
received not one but two tricycles the previous year for Christmas--one from each set of 
grandparents.  She worried, “‘It’s toy overload big time,’” and she added of his new toys 
“‘he plays with them for one day, and then he wants [to play with] my pots and 
pans.’”(11)  Elsewhere in the article, the journalist stated, “More grandparents are living, 
and giving, longer.”(9)  Laura Bird, “The Morning After: A Few Gifts Too Many,” Wall 
Street Journal (26 December 1996): 9, 11.  Also, toy merchant James Dalton told the 
New York Times in 1998 that after having been in the toy business for 48 years, he had 
seen an escalation in grandparents buying gifts for their grandchildren.  He noted, 
“‘Grandparents do a lot more buying for their grandchildren than they did for their 
children,’” [he did not specify whether he meant total number of gifts or total amount of 
money spent] adding that often, “‘grandparents are in a better position to buy toys’” 
because their finances have improved compared to when they had a young 
family.  Donna Greene, “Reflections on 48 Years in the Toy Trade,” New York Times (14 
June 1998): WE3. 
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parental gift to the realm of the child’s buying decision, as parents by the final decade of 

the study delegated more and more purchases to children.   

Changing Patterns of Gift Giving, 1945-2000  

Above, many data sets are presented.  Most importantly for the purposes of this 

chapter, it was clear that across 1945-1990, parental spending on gifts to children at 

birthdays and Christmas escalated steadily, and then flattened out in 1990-2000.   For 

more detail on these historical developments, please see the spreadsheets in the 

Appendix.  It is imperative to keep in mind that gift levels went up steeply before the 

1990s, as parents increasingly used gifts to attempt to assuage their guilt, to a greater and 

greater extent as each decade passed, as parental guilt grew due to time spent away from 

the home while at work or commuting, and parental concerns of being not fully 

emotionally present for their kids grew, and as parental worries that they had fallen short 

of their self-imposed task to fulfill the demands of the happiness imperative 

expanded.  Parental guilt was also increased by the remarks of other parents, and by 

intermittent media portrayals of super-parents as the norm, and less-than-rosy media 

coverage of parents who failed to meet increasingly inflated expectations.  The era under 

study in this paper is 1945-2000, and for most of the period, a key to understanding the 

history of middle-class parenting is the escalation in guilt gifts–hence, the importance of 

guilt in examining and making sense of the parenting project and the way it unfolded. 

While there were very steep increases in parental gift-giving to children as 1945-

1990 progressed--much of it stemming from guilt--the flattening out of gifts to children 

in the 1990s, for example as presented in the data from ARG, is very significant to our 
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understanding of the history of parenting, as it showed that parents were beginning to 

distance themselves from their guilt, and from their impression that gifts were an 

acceptable way to address guilt, and, as we will read later in the chapter, this also 

signaled a development in parenting by about 1990 in which parents shifted or 

reallocated some of their spending from gifts to children, to increasing children’s 

allowance amounts, and delegating more of the buying decisions to children themselves. 

Interestingly enough, despite all the changes in levels of gifts, the gifts themselves 

remained strikingly similar as the years passed.  Children at the turn of the twenty-first-

century liked many of the same things they had liked about a century earlier: the Chicago 

Tribune reported in 1881 that for parents who were wondering what to buy, the best bets 

were sugary treats and candies, toys, cake, and ornaments.473  By the close of the study, 

despite a vastly altered context including the way in which most kids were thoroughly 

immersed in children's consumer culture and pop culture, kids still liked basically the 

same items--although with the addition of high-tech items such as mobile phones.  

In the early part of my study, about 1945-1950s, most middle-class parents were 

relatively content or resigned to the idea that the “rich imagination of childhood” would 

inherently “reach beyond the pocketbooks or credit ratings of parents,” particularly at the 

annual gift fest that was Christmas.474  Periodically, though, there was parental push-back 

over the years against what some parents feared was an excessive number of 

presents.  However, these parental misgivings were nothing like as sustained or 

                                                 
473 “Of Course the Children Want Presents,” Chicago Tribune (22 December 1881): 8. 
474 J. S. M., “Santa Now a ‘Sugar Daddy,’ Not Saint, Catholic Editor Says,” Washington 
Post (16 December 1949): 21. 
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widespread as they would be by the 1990s, as we will read below.  For most of 1945-

1970s, the majority of middle-class parents were not terribly alarmed about their levels of 

spending on gifts; however, the situation, and parental perceptions, began to change in 

about 1980. 

Newspaper reports and other primary sources showed clearly that in the 1980s, 

many middle-class parents were beginning to become alarmed about spending on gifts, 

particularly at Christmas.  By the 1980s, both the sheer number of gifts under the typical 

family Christmas tree, and the total dollar amount spent, had really escalated compared 

with previous decades.  There were many factors involved in this gift escalation, of 

course.  These factors included the proliferation of programs and ads aimed at children, 

as well as of TV channels in general, as well as the increasingly effective way that the 

advertising and marketing industry learned to aggressively target the child consumer, and 

convert child consumer interest into sales, as detailed in my TV chapter.  Parents were 

also concerned for children to fit in at school, and there were peer influences which 

increased pressures on buying, as well.  Additionally, by the 1980s, there was a rise in the 

numbers of very attractive and very appealing consumer goods which were arguably still 

quite affordable for the average middle-class family, especially as by the 1980s most 

Americans had come to live with large amounts of consumer debt, and many took for 

granted that their credit cards would be maxed out for most of the year, especially after 

the holidays and other major celebrations.  The 1980s saw the beginning of trend that 

continues to present-day, of Americans having the lowest levels of savings, and the 

highest amount of consumer debt, of any developed nation. 
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Countless examples from the 1980s revealed that parents were well-aware that 

they were overspending.  Yet, many parents acted as if they were somehow incapable--or 

at least very unwilling--to cut back on consumer purchases.  One middle-class mom 

interviewed in 1981 named Linda would give only her first name to the journalist, as she 

was embarrassed of her high level of consumer debt, although she confided in the 

journalist that she was sure that many of her friends and neighbors had debts that were 

almost as high.  She admitted, “‘I’m trying to smack my hand every time I reach for my 

pocketbook,’” but she knew her efforts were “futile” as she stated: “‘If I have the money, 

I’ll buy it [what the kids asked for].  I’m an old softy.’”  Experts interviewed for the 

article stated that among middle-class Americans, her attitudes toward spending were 

“not unusual.”475 

As further proof that Christmas gifts to children had really escalated by the 1980s, 

Jetta Garcia of Canton, Ohio, told the Wall Street Journal in 1981 that her charges on her 

credit card for the previous year consisted mostly of Christmas gifts for her children, and 

included a $100 electric train set and clothes for her three kids, and that she spent $800 

on Christmas gifts for them that year.  Part of the problem was that those Christmas gifts 

represented her most recent “binge in a years-long spending spree” that left her and her 

husband with $22,000 in consumer debts.  She was regretful about her overspending, 

                                                 
475 Margaret Yao, “Gift-Giving Spirit Haunts Some People Who Can’t Afford It,” Wall 
Street Journal (24 December 1981): 1. 
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admitting: “‘I think we all get in a position where we think we have to put on a show and 

don’t live within our means.’”476  

Similarly, a middle-class couple from Houston, Texas, who were also interviewed 

by the paper, but would not give their names, admitted that they were in dire financial 

straits, mainly as a direct result of Christmas spending.  They had been “coping” with the 

problem by sticking their heads in the sand about their levels of debt, until they went to a 

financial counselor.  But at the time of the article, the wife admitted that she deliberately 

did not add up her debts because she was hoping that ignorance was bliss in that 

regard.  She stated that she did not know what her Christmas bills totaled for the previous 

year “‘because we charged it all and that sort of thing.’”  For Christmas 1981, they were 

still planning on spending $400 on gifts for their two children total, and yet the wife did 

not think that was “overdoing it.”  She revealed, “‘When I see all the new toys I could 

spend on, I’d feel like a poor case if I spent any less on them.’”  For her six-year-old, she 

bought “‘everything from an electric organ to an action doll to a football outfit.’”  For her 

two-year-old, she bought “‘all sorts of toys.  I have a trunkful of things.’”477 

Continuing on the same theme, in 1981, James and Betty Fausnight confided in 

the Wall Street Journal that they had been scaling back on their Christmas spending after 

they almost had to declare bankruptcy in 1979, mostly due to spending at 

Christmas.  James stated that Christmas was “‘the biggest factor’” in the couple’s 

consumer debts, as they used to spend as much as $800 each year on presents for their 

                                                 
476 Margaret Yao, “Gift-Giving Spirit Haunts Some People Who Can’t Afford It,” Wall 
Street Journal (24 December 1981): 1. 
477 Margaret Yao, “Gift-Giving Spirit Haunts Some People Who Can’t Afford It,” Wall 
Street Journal (24 December 1981): 15. 
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three children like televisions and stereo equipment.  He justified his overspending with 

memories of his childhood, stating, “‘When I was a kid, my parents always tried to give 

us a nice holiday...It’s a tradition that just carries over.’”  He added, “‘You don’t want to 

see your family disappointed.’”478 

While the parents quoted above might not be entirely typical of all middle-class 

parents of the 1980s in their extreme degree of overspending, there were many parents in 

that decade who admitted to some degree of overspending.  My data have shown that the 

number of parents who stated that they felt they spent too much on gifts escalated 

steadily from about 1945 through the 1980s, then finally beginning in about the late 

1980s-1990, there started to be evidence of a stronger parental reaction.  By about 1990, 

mainstream middle-class parents were ready to push back against their inflated spending 

in a big way, mainly out of concern for their finances and also out of worries that their 

children seemed, more than ever before, “greedy” or “spoiled.”  

Articulate parents of the late 1980s were certain that spending on gifts had 

spiraled out of control.  William Raspberry wrote in the Washington Post in 1988, that 

the gifts exchanged in his household for Christmas were “too elaborate, too numerous, 

and too costly,” and he added that “our gift-giving has gotten out of hand.”  He attributed 

much of the problem to growing affluence.  He was nostalgic for his childhood 

Christmases of “inexpensive trinkets, a decent toy or two [...] a winter coat [...] book 

satchels.”  He felt that the situation was deteriorating, “And it gets worse every year.”  He 

                                                 
478 Margaret Yao, “Gift-Giving Spirit Haunts Some People Who Can’t Afford It,” Wall 
Street Journal (24 December 1981): 15. 
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admitted, “I spend too much, partly because I don’t dare do otherwise,” yet he was 

saddened, and felt: “If I’m spending more, I’m enjoying it less.”479 

The Chicago Tribune in 1991 was sure that the gift-giving had “escalated” over 

the years, and stated that many parents of the decade feared their children were “learning 

greed,” rather than generosity, from the profusion of presents.480  Parent Allison Jensen, 

age 36 in 1991, admitted to the paper, “‘Santa seems to be getting a bigger bag each 

year.’”  Parents Raymond and Mary O’Claire confessed that their spending in 1989 had 

unnerved them, so they undertook a new parenting strategy, after noticing that their kids 

got “piles of toys” and “many were forgotten soon after the holiday.”481  Raymond was 

worried about the size of the holiday and the level of spending: “‘It turns me off,’” he 

stated, adding that it did not really feel like a proper Christmas if parents spent too much 

and did not spend enough time with their children.482 

Grandparent Florence Anderson, 68 in 1991, agreed that gifts had escalated, 

compared with previous decades, and fondly remembered her simpler Christmases which 

did not seem to her to be a celebration of excess.  She felt that it was easier to teach 

children “values” when she was a child, as for instance, getting a new bicycle “‘was a big 

deal.’”  She remembered her childhood Christmases: “‘We didn’t get much.’”  By the 

1990s, Ms. Anderson worried that there was too much of an emphasis on quantity, adding 

                                                 
479 William Raspberry, “Christmas Run Amok,” Washington Post (4 January 1988): A13. 
480 Sue Ellen Christian, “Do Parents Give Too Much at Christmas?,” Chicago Tribune 
(24 December 1991): NW_B1. 
481 Sue Ellen Christian, “Do Parents Give Too Much at Christmas?,” Chicago Tribune 
(24 December 1991): NW_B1. 
482 Sue Ellen Christian, “Do Parents Give Too Much at Christmas?,” Chicago Tribune 
(24 December 1991): NW_B1. 
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that when she was a child “‘we didn’t have gifts like we have today, where the Christmas 

tree is surrounded with gifts.’”  Additionally, she felt that inflated gift-giving practices 

taught children to be wasteful, remarking that her grandchildren were not even careful 

with new toys, as they knew that a replacement could be easily obtained: “‘The kids don't 

even care if it breaks today, because they know they'll get another.’”483 

Other parents conceded that gift-giving was inflated, yet not everyone was ready 

to scale back.  32-year-old father of one Tom Robbins told the Chicago Tribune in 1991 

about his spending on his son at Christmas, “‘We want to make it big for him...I don’t 

think we’re cutting back...we’ll go to Toys ’R Us and we’ll go wild.’”484  However, in 

light of the bulk of the data, by the 1990s, parents like Mr. Robbins were in the minority.  

Most parents of the 1990s were ready to reconsider both their spending levels and 

their guilt levels in a serious manner.  Barbara Micale of Alexandria, Virginia, who was 

47 in 1996, stated that she felt that gift-giving had become out-of-control; she remarked 

that when she was a child: “‘if I got five or six things, that was about it.’”  Yet for 

Christmas 1996, her two children received what she thought were too many 

presents.  She stated that each child received about 25-30 gifts each, which she felt was 

excessive, but then considering what part of the country she lived in at the time [the 

Washington, D.C., metropolitan area], she admitted that overspending was even worse in 

many nearby households.  Ms. Micale said, “‘I feel my kids are very spoiled and they 

                                                 
483 Sue Ellen Christian, “Do Parents Give Too Much at Christmas?,” Chicago Tribune 
(24 December 1991): NW_B1. 
484 Sue Ellen Christian, “Do Parents Give Too Much at Christmas?,” Chicago Tribune 
(24 December 1991): NW_B7. 
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have a lot of things, but then you go to someone else’s house and your kids look deprived 

[in contrast].’”485 

One factor in parental openness to reconsidering spending levels at Christmas, 

which will also be addressed in greater detail later in the chapter, was simply running out 

of space, and parental concerns that they had too much “stuff.”  Thirty-seven-year-old 

mother of three Donna Robertson confided in the Wall Street Journal in 1996 that the 

sheer volume of Christmas presents for her sons had alarmed her: “‘Before you know it, 

you have four huge storage bins filled,’” and the paper added, “evidence suggests that 

kids are getting more stuff all the time.”486  There were a number of factors involved in 

this “present proliferation,” including more disposable income, more advertising, more 

aggressive marketing, and more licensed products.  Additionally, families were smaller, 

parents were older, and “kids’ expectations tend[ed] to spiral.”  Also, by the 1980s-

1990s, the Wall Street Journal asserted that, at least in some parts of the country “the 

growing number of mixed-religion couples [brought] more families celebrating both 

Hanukkah and Christmas.”  By the 1990s, periodicals such as Parents magazine had a 

number of articles suggesting that middle-class parents were at high risk of raising a child 

who was a “yuppie” or a “yuppy-puppy.”  Other sources, too, confirmed the 

trend.  Candy Greene, a PR consultant and mother of a four-year-old little girl confided in 

                                                 
485 Laura Bird, “The Morning After: A Few Gifts Too Many,” Wall Street Journal (26 
December 1996): 9.  
486 Laura Bird, “The Morning After: A Few Gifts Too Many,” Wall Street Journal (26 
December 1996): 9. 
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the Wall Street Journal in 1996 of her daughter, “‘much like all the daughters and sons of 

yuppies.  She’s exposed to a lot, she wants a lot, and she expects a lot.’”487 

Other parents of the 1990s were feeling overwhelmed by levels of gift-giving, 

both gifts they had purchased, and gifts for their children from friends and 

families.  Mother-of-two Amy Goldberg of Hermosa Beach, California, stated in 1996 of 

the gifts in her household for the holidays: “‘The volume of it was crazy,’” and that in 

addition to financial concerns, she also worried that it stressed her kids out: “‘The living 

room was filled with gifts, my daughter tried to open my son’s presents [in the chaos] 

they had a few fights [...] it wasn’t the best situation.’”488 

The divorce rate in some regions of the nation often meant that parents competed 

with each other to give their children more gifts.  Sources such as the Wall Street Journal 

added that this was another issue contributing to the “present proliferation” by the 1990s, 

stating: “Present overload is a particularly sticky problem in stepfamilies.”  In addition to 

the element of competition, there was also the factor of kids who knew how they could 

manipulate the situation for more presents.  John Dunkle, a forty-year-old father of two 

boys, stated in 1996 that his sons probably received about 50 gifts each, if the small 

presents were included in the total, too.  He felt this was partly due to his kids being 

slightly manipulative and laying a guilt trip on family members about their parents’ 
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December 1996): 9. 
488 Laura Bird, “The Morning After: A Few Gifts Too Many,” Wall Street Journal (26 
December 1996): 11. 
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divorce: “‘Kids understand what they are doing,’” he stated.  He added, “‘They are going 

to ask and press a lot of buttons to try to get what they want.’”489 

While moral panics over gift-giving at Christmas presented a loosely cyclical 

pattern (in the sense of phases of Americans spending more, then cutting back, then 

edging back to spending more again) over the years, there were rarely moral panics over 

gift-giving at children’s birthdays, and in fact spending on birthday gifts evinced a linear 

pattern, and escalated steadily as 1945 to 1990 progressed, mirroring the rise in amounts 

of money spent on birthday parties, which were increasingly elaborate and involved for 

the average middle-class family.  Spending then flattened out in 1990-2000.490  For most 

families, the parents gave greater numbers of gifts or spent more on birthday gifts, in 

inverse proportion to the amount of time spent with children--in this way, birthday gifts 

in general reflected the gifts-and-guilt developments I have discussed elsewhere.  

Lucy Kellaway of the Financial Times wrote in 1998 of the way in which the 

general structure of children’s birthdays and the ways they were celebrated, reflected the 

fact that as the years passed, most parents had less time--but budgeted more money--to 

spend on preparing for the celebration.  Kellaway noted, “Long, long ago in America, 

parents used to bake their children’s birthday cakes themselves.”  However, “The next 

generation cut a few corners, courtesy of Betty Crocker.”  Next, she wrote, “The 

generation after that was too busy to bake at all, preferring to buy their cakes ready-

                                                 
489 Laura Bird, “The Morning After: A Few Gifts Too Many,” Wall Street Journal (26 
December 1996): 11. 
490 The best single source to back up these patterns I have identified comes from data 
from America’s Research Group (ARG) CEO Britt Beemer, telephone conversations, 
Spring 2017.  For more detail on this data set, please see the visualizations labelled: 
“Parental Spending on Gifts to Children.”  
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made.”  Finally: “parents have gone one step further not just by outsourcing the cake but 

the whole party,” relying instead on services provided by businesses like Chuck E. 

Cheese’s, which provided the food, drinks, cake, candles, plates, napkins, party hats, 

venue, entertainment, and more.491 

II. Sources of Parental Guilt 

Sources of Parental Guilt: Background 

An inquiry into the questions around sources of parental guilt, and concerns 

arising from issues of giving gifts and feeling guilty, follows.  This section will show that 

the most historically significant sources of parental guilt across the era 1945-2000 were 

guilt resulting from: not being physically present; not being emotionally present, 

including not loving being a parent all the time; and guilt caused by the escalation of the 

happiness imperative.   

With each new generation of parents entering the workforce, in each decade 

working longer hours at the office than parents in the previous decade, even controlling 

for the same occupation, as well as spending more time commuting, the issue of physical 

separation from children was not a new one.  However, the extent and the duration of this 

separation when a parent was at work increased over time, resulting in an amplification 

of the guilt experienced by most middle-class parents, especially mothers.   

                                                 
491 Lucy Kellaway, “This is the Dawning of the Age of Experience: The History of the 
Birthday Cake and Economic Eras Can Be Closely Tied Together,” Financial Times 
(London) (27 July 1998), 17. 
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Sources of Parental Guilt: New Patterns of Work  

In 1945-2000, women with children entered and stayed in the paid workforce in 

greater numbers than their mothers had.  Progressive generations of mothers perceived 

that they suffered from a more acute time crunch than in previous eras, as there were 

higher expectations and standards imposed on them than they believed had been imposed 

on their mothers, in addition to the fact that they spent more hours in paid labor.  Harder 

work at home and less time when back from work, conspired to make many working 

mothers question how to reconcile their desired level of parenting with the amount of 

time they actually had--and this quandary or dilemma left many working moms--and 

some dads--feeling guilty. 

As the era 1945-2000 unfolded, more mothers joined the workforce each decade, 

and they worked more hours--this phenomenon coupled with media portrayal of mothers 

in the workforce resulted in the popular perception that parents, especially mothers, were 

not spending as much time with their kids as had the previous generation.492  This 

impression was revealed false by the historical record, though.  In fact, most parents were 

spending more quality time with their children by 2000 than they had, for example, in 

1975.  As the Washington Post reported, “For married mothers, hours with children rose 

from 47 a week in 1975 to 51 a week in 2000.  By 2000, the amount of quality time that 

                                                 
492 Donna St. George, “Despite ‘Mommy Guilt,’ Time With Kids Increasing,” 
Washington Post (20 March 2007), 1. Accessed via < 
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middle-class parents spent with their children each week was “higher than ever.”493  This 

will be discussed in greater detail in the Parental Reactions section.  

Concerns of Quality or Attentive Time Spent with Children: Fighting 

the Myth of Nostalgia  

        While experts from 1945-2000 consistently exhorted parents not to feel guilty 

about their absence from home when at their workplace or commuting, parents--mostly 

moms--consistently felt guilt across the era for being away from children, and much of 

this guilt was attributable to nostalgia for an imagined past with more family 

time.  Perceived guilt felt by mothers increased more rapidly across 1945-2000 than the 

perceived guilt felt by fathers, mostly because mothers in the workforce were deviating 

sharply from cultural conventions of what a mother should be, whereas most fathers, 

simply by being away from kids while at work, were simply not deviating much from 

historical norms or cultural conventions--other than that their hours spent at work and 

commuting increased.  

Across the era 1945-2000, experts insisted to parents that they spent more time 

with their kids than they realized, and that—contrary to popular misconceptions of family 

life in the past drawing from nostalgia—they actually spent more time with their kids 

than their parents had spent with them.  In fact, as Donna St. George wrote for the 

Washington Post, “In 1965, mothers spent 10.2 hours a week tending primarily to their 

children [...] that number [...] rose in the 1990s,” and by 2000 had risen to nearly 14.1 
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hours per week.494  According to a University of Maryland-funded study completed in 

2007,495 and drawing upon detailed entries in time-use diaries kept by parents in the 

second half of the twentieth century (1965-2000), by 2000 these “mothers spend more 

hours focused on their children than their own mothers did 40 years ago, often imagined 

as the golden era of June Cleaver, television’s ever-cheerful, cookie-baking mom.”496 

As Second Parent Joined the Workforce, Existing Concerns of Physical 

and Emotional Distance Were Exacerbated  

It was not the gender of the person joining the paid workforce which adversely 

affected family dynamics and family emotional tenor, but rather the fact that often when 

the mother joined the workforce, she was the second of two parents to do so, thus adding 

to the total number of hours during which parents were absent from the home during the 

week.  Once mother entered the workforce, there was not anyone to “hold down the fort,” 

so to speak, at home, other than on evenings and weekends.  When a mother entered the 

workforce, there were now two parents who were likely to resort to consumerism--the 

gifts and guilt cycle--to address their guilt over their physical absence from home, or 

what they perceived to be their emotional distance from their children.  Dr. Peter Stearns 

wrote, “The work commitments of most mothers [especially] from the 1960s onward 

                                                 
494 Donna St. George, “Despite ‘Mommy Guilt,’ Time with Kids Increasing,” Washington 
Post (20 March 2007), 1.  Accessed via <http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
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495 Suzanne M. Bianchi, John P. Robinson, and Melissa A. Milkie, Changing Rhythms of 
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created two parents, and not just one, who sought to express their feelings for children, 

and their sense of guilt about unavailability, in significant measure through consumer 

treats.”497 

In analyzing reasons for women increasingly entering into paid employment, 

women were pushed into employment by their own interests, goals, and emotional, 

social, financial, and intellectual needs, as well as pulled into the economy by certain 

sectors.  Often, especially after about the 1960s, the second parent needed to join the 

workforce because of perceived financial concerns, and already the example of more 

women working may have reduced societal and familial resistance to the idea of women 

in the paid workforce.  Although there were manifest benefits for women who entered the 

paid workforce, working women were consistently hard on themselves.  Sociologist 

Suzanne Bianchi, lead author of a historical time-use study of parenting at the University 

of Maryland, stated of working moms: “‘It’s almost like it doesn't matter how much they 

do; they feel they do not do enough.’”498  Of course, this impression only added to 

maternal guilt.  Partly, this perception was based upon cultural trends toward intensive 

parenting, as well as the greater number of hours at work and spent commuting each 

week for women, and help from fathers which fell short of the needed hours.499   

                                                 
497 Peter Stearns, Satisfaction Not Guaranteed: Dilemmas of Progress in Modern Society 
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near the same number of hours to childcare as did moms each week. According to the 
Washington Post, for married fathers, time spent primarily engaged with children rose 
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The difference in average parental time investment per week evolved from a 26-

hour gap in 1975 among the middle-class, to an 18-hour gap by 2000--however, a gulf of 

18 full hours each week between maternal and paternal time investment was still a 

significant number.  As co-author of the University of Maryland parenting study Melissa 

Milkie remarked, although fathers had increased their time spent with children quite 

dramatically, their efforts in the average middle-class family did not come near the 

number of hours of the mother; regarding fathers, she stated, “‘They’re doing more but 

still dwarfed by what mothers are doing.’”500  Linda Avery, a thirty-eight-year-old mom, 

confided in the New York Times in 1997: “‘My husband's a great help watching our baby 

[when I’m at work].  But as far as doing housework or even taking the baby when I’m 

home, no.’”501  Linda felt perturbed by the state of affairs, considering that she and her 

husband both worked full-time in the paid workforce, and yet when home from the office, 

she was the only one who did any cooking, cleaning, or childcare.  

                                                                                                                                                 
from 21 hours per week in 1975, to 33 hours per week in 2000.  Married mothers, in 
contrast, spent 47 hours per week with children in 1975, and 51 hours a week with 
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Sources of Parental Guilt: Emotionally Absent 

        Across the era 1945-2000, it was not uncommon for reports to increasingly refer 

to parents who admitted that they experienced guilt because of their fear that they were 

not sufficiently emotionally present for their children, with the idea of what exactly it 

meant to be emotionally present ultimately being defined by each parent him- or herself, 

rather than by the experts or the popularizers.502 

Not Loving Being a Parent All the Time 

One type of not feeling emotionally present for one’s children was the stated 

parental perception of not loving being a parent all the time.  While not loving being a 

parent all the time was not a new source of guilt across the era 1945-2000, it was true that 

the prominence and perceived intensity of this type of guilt increased among middle-class 

parents--mostly moms--as the era unfolded.  As one mother admitted to parenting 

counselor Karen Miller while attending a workshop Miller ran in 1992 at the Women’s 

Center in Vienna, VA, “‘I need to know that it’s alright not to love mothering all the 

time.’”503 

                                                 
502 Some of the best primary sources regarding the parent being emotionally present 
were: Arlin Roy, “Overcoming Holiday Blues,” New York Times (18 November 1979): 
WC20.  “Psychologists Take Dim View of Christmas Gifts,” Baltimore Sun (24 
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Charles Neal, Jr., “Parents Hard Put to Keep Up With Santa Image,” Los Angeles Times 
(10 December 1961), H23.  T. R. Van Dellen, M.D., “How to Keep Your Child Well,” 
Chicago Tribune (25 December 1963), C6.  Leo Smith, “Holiday Horrors: Why Shoppers 
Go For Broke: Good, Old-Fashioned Guilt,” Los Angeles Times (20 December 1990), 
VC: J8-J9.  Brooke A. Masters, “Santa’s Tighter Belt: Downturn Means Leaner Lists for 
Area Shoppers,” Washington Post (16 December 1990), A1, A14. 
503 Barbara Mathias, “Guilt-Ridden Mothers: The Angst of Women Who Try To Meet 
Too-High Expectations,” Washington Post (25 February 1992), E5. 
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Guilt over not being in love with the job of being a mom all the time was a 

distinct category of guilt, which was felt both by moms in the paid workforce and moms 

who were not in the paid workforce.  Businesswoman and mom Karen Miller and her 

partner Jane Delpopolo attributed much of this guilt of both sets of moms to over-

ambitious expectations, stating “they are both struggling with the same guilt and high 

expectations.”504  

Evidence of this guilt increased across the period 1945-2000.  This increase 

resulted from at least two historical trends: the trajectory of the happiness imperative 

whereby the mainstream culture held that moms and their kids should be happy all (or 

almost all of) the time, and the theme of what came to be called hothouse parenting, or 

intensive parenting, in which the demands placed on the parents (mostly the mom) were 

extreme and intense.  

There were examples of humorous or light-hearted approaches to the issue of 

perceived emotional absence and not loving being a parent all the time, prior to about 

1980.505  One was snarky mom, and frequent Parents magazine contributor Dorothy Van 

Ark’s revealing article “Can We Give Our Children the Greatest Gift of All?”506  In the 

context of her revelation or confession that she did not love the job of mothering all the 

time, she added that the presents her children made “painstakingly” turned out each year 
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for Christmas to be “crude and useless.”  Van Ark put it bluntly, “Let’s be frank--the 

crude gift a child makes himself is often disappointing to him and useless to us.”507  Van 

Ark’s article was part of a trend I have identified as early as the 1950s and 1960s, of an 

increase in the number of moms admitting to not loving the role of being a mom all the 

time--yet unlike later moms of the 1980s and 1990s, these moms still approached their 

guilt in a good-humored way. 

By the 1980s and 1990s much of the sarcasm or humor formerly used by mothers 

in letters to the editor and other reader-submitted content in reference to not loving the 

job of parenting, had left the equation, to be replaced with a consistently serious tone 

which indicated genuine, wholehearted guilt that the parent did not love being a parent all 

the time--and even, at times, felt remorse at having become a parent, as for the first time 

in American history, in about the 1980s-1990s, adults who were not parents reported 

greater levels of life satisfaction than adults who were parents.508 

Caroline Hull of Falls Church, VA, found herself with four children under the age 

of four in 1989.  By 1992 Hull admitted that despite taking time off from the paid 

workforce and then rearranging her work schedule based around her children, she still 

suffered from feelings of guilt about not thoroughly loving the job of being a mom.  She 

despaired: “I would love to go to bed guilt-free one night, I really would.”509 
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Guilt at not loving being a mom all the time by the 1980s and 1990s drew upon a 

larger source of parental guilt which encompassed unrealistic expectations of self from 

the parent, and unmet goals of balancing work and family life.  Because of the unresolved 

goal of working mother-family life balance, feelings of inadequacy and incompetence of 

moms who did not love being a mom, increased in the final two decades of this study, 

further adding to their guilt. 

Mother, stepmother, and psychologist Stephanie Marsten told the Los Angeles 

Times in 1993 that in her experience dealing with patients, guilt seeped through modern 

families primarily because people had “‘unrealistic expectations of what parents are 

supposed to be’” or do.  She felt that especially the “Ozzie and Harriet” image cast a dark 

shadow of guilt and discontent on many families--especially moms--who perceived they 

were not living up to what a family should or could be.510 

Moms by the 1990s were prone to guilty feelings over areas of life which were 

completely out of their control, and many resorted to guilt gifts as a result for exceptional 

circumstances, even if they were part of a family that had tried to cut back on guilt gifts 

in general.  Mother-of-three Diane confided in the Los Angeles Times in 1993 that when 

her second babysitter in two weeks quit, she took a day of unpaid leave from work, took 

her three kids to the mall, and indulged in some retail therapy for them.  She and her 

children then spent the afternoon assembling a toy kitchen, a basketball hoop, and a very 

large and intricate dollhouse.  Diane remarked bluntly that she went shopping because 
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she “‘felt guilty that the kids were going through that kind of upheaval’” in their 

childcare arrangements.511 

   Parenting consultant Karen Miller elucidated, “There is so much society expects 

women to do, and so much women expect of themselves.  We have extremely high 

standards of behavior and when we divert from that we feel guilty, inadequate.”  Miller 

added that she felt guilt had increased for her generation compared to moms from her 

mother’s generation, as she pointed to the relative social isolation of women from each 

other by the 1980s and 1990s.512 

Prior to this era, women had more unstructured free time for social and leisure 

interactions with each other.  Karen Miller, a mother who shared her views in 1992, 

believed that mothers before about 1980 confided in each other more about apparent 

failings in parenting, and reassured each other that they were in fact quite good parents--

and that they needed to put aside nagging feelings of guilt.513  

Sources of Parental Guilt: Mother versus Father Guilt for Physical and 

Perceived Emotional Distance 

In my research into 55 years of primary source data, I found a preponderance of 

letters from parents as well as interviews with parents, and human-interest stories which 

reported that the mother felt guilt much more acutely, and more often, than the 
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father.  These data incorporated findings from publications such as: Parents, Ladies 

Home Journal, Good Housekeeping, Life, parenting manuals, and historical newspapers. 

Mommy Guilt: An Everyday Occurrence 

One working mom discussed in a Washington Post article in 1992 insisted, “‘Not 

only do fathers not have the guilt, but they don’t necessarily understand our guilt.  We are 

told, ‘Don’t worry about it.  The kids are fine, don’t worry about the house.  What’s the 

problem?’”  Other moms interviewed for the article stated that their husbands did, of 

course, “care about the kids,” but that unlike moms, these dads did not “lose sleep with 

worry.”514   

Gifts and guilt became an even weightier question as both parents across 1945-

2000 were increasingly now in the workforce.  Although it was true that not all purchases 

were necessarily guilt gifts, my data indicated that a great deal of the purchases were 

motivated largely by guilt as a primary emotion.  Of course it was true that, for many 

families, the second income enabled purchases inspired by desire, joy, and fun, and the 

wish to give concrete form to admissions of love.  However, it was also true that, in many 

families, the second income was dedicated first to college funds, a bigger house, and an 

additional car, and later in the era, to rising healthcare, childcare, and education costs--as 

well as rising levels of consumer debt. 

We will see in the section below that a different emotional alchemy was at work 

for fathers, and that in the vast majority of cases, they primarily reported feeling guilty as 

a result of business trips, whereas moms reported feeling guilty most of the time. 
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Daddy Guilt: Mainly from Business Travel  

Depictions in the historical record of what may be termed Daddy Guilt appeared 

most often in correlation with the idea of business trips.  A father wrote in to the 

Baltimore Sun for advice in 1975, stating that he had a four-year-old daughter and 

“unfortunately” had to go on frequent business trips.  This businessman was concerned 

that the gifts he gave his daughter after returning home from a business trip could be seen 

as “bribes,” although he insisted that these gifts were a way of signaling to his daughter 

that he missed her and thought about her while he was gone.515  The primary emotion 

involved here for the father was guilt, although he also felt regret that he had missed his 

daughter’s company.  The businessman’s wife felt that his guilt was foolish. 

In the final two decades of my study, there were more references in the primary 

sources to guilty dads owing not just to business trips, but also to staying late at the 

office, having to work weekends, or in general feeling that they had been forced to 

temporarily put concerns of work ahead of concerns for family.  Father of two Jeff told 

the Los Angeles Times in 1993 that when he had promised to take his sons to an after-

school sports event, then unexpectedly had to work late, he bought them athletic 

souvenirs on the way home.  He saw some of the absurdity of the gesture, stating, “‘Of 

course the boys were in bed when I got home, and of course a couple of sports doodads 

weren't going to make it all better.’”  Yet Jeff felt that if he took them something, at least 

they would know he had been thinking of them; he admitted that he felt “‘I just couldn't 
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go home empty-handed.’”516  Fellow dad Sam Newbury struggled with similar issues as 

Jeff, stating that he wrestled regularly with the dilemma of guilt shopping: “‘Every time 

you think you ought to be with your kids--and you're not--it's hard not to give them 

something tangible instead.’”517 

Other dads in my research sample expressed guilt at not seeing their kids very 

much, in the case of demanding careers, divorce, or both.  Twenty kids, aged 11 to 14, 

gave their thoughts on dads that were not around much to a reporter for the Boston Globe 

in 1981, and their comments are instructive.  One student told the journalist, “Your 

parents might be trying to ease their guilt by buying you presents.  If you don’t see one of 

your parents, let’s say your father, very much, he might give you more games, toys, and 

candy than your mom.”  He added, “Because they don’t want to seem like bad fathers, 

they fill in the time by giving treats.”  Another student, a boy named Tony, told the 

journalist that since he did not see his dad very much, when they did have time together, 

his dad always gave him junk food and “presents, like records, animals [pets], and tickets 

to concerts and ballgames.”  Although the boy was anxious to reveal to the reporter that 

he suspected his father was trying to “buy his love.”518  Lastly, an unnamed student told 

the paper what he felt was the summation of the views in the classroom, “If your parents 

give you gifts sometimes, that’s fine. It’s not fine when their gifts are substitutes for the 

time spent with you.”519 
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By later in the years of this study (1980-2000), it became more common for a 

mother to feel that a father's guilt over a business trip was not unwarranted.  It also 

became more common, of course, as women advanced in the workforce beyond the 

traditional confines of the “pink collar” workforce, for the mother herself to take business 

trips. 

1980-2000 More Common for Mothers to go on Business Trips 

A Chicago, Illinois, woman being interviewed in the Chicago Tribune in 1991 

admitted that she did not anticipate just how guilty she would feel when she first began 

leaving her daughter, Karen, in order to attend business trips.  This mother revealed that 

she eventually came to cope with her guilty feelings, mostly because her boss stated that 

the trips were necessary, and because she needed the money from this job for financial 

security.520 

A young Minneapolis, Minnesota, mother, whose work as a patent attorney often 

resulted in overnight trips to the Washington, D.C., area, stated in 1991 that she dealt 

with guilty feelings stemming from business travel by creating a special outing for her 

daughter the night before a scheduled trip.  This mom explained that, “‘The day before I 

leave on a trip I always leave work early [...] then we go off to do some ‘shopping,’ 

which means stopping at her favorite toy store for a small gift.’”  They then ate at a 

restaurant.  This mom worried about what other parents thought, and claimed that other 

parents had “criticized her for bribing her child.”  Yet she maintained that the ritual was 

centered on spending time together and did not constitute a bribe: “the message I am 
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conveying is that ‘I will miss you and therefore it’s important that we spend some good 

time together before I go.’”521  However, despite the fact that this mom and her daughter 

did spend quality time together, the bottom line was that the consumer purchase still 

constituted a guilt gift. 

Los Angeles Times reporter Elizabeth Mehren shared with readers in 1993 an 

amusing tale which underlined the prevalence of mommy guilt over business travel by 

the 1990s, even in families that were trying to cut back on guilt gifts, theoretically.  Ms. 

Mehren encountered on a plane trip two moms who commiserated over their mommy 

guilt.  A professionally-dressed woman on the plane was trying to cram a pinball machine 

into the overhead storage compartment, and when the flight attendant came to help her, 

she was slightly embarrassed about the size of the package: “‘It’s for my son’ she said 

weakly.  ‘He called me yesterday and said he really wanted one.”  Rather than issue 

judgment, the flight attendant admitted to the passenger that she did the same for her 

kids, too: “‘You feel guilty because you were out of town [...] And so you bought this big 

extravagant gift to make both of you feel better.’”522 

Such moms were not alone in their guilt but rather, the journalist stated that 

experts in the 1990s had identified a common trend called “Guilt Shopping Syndrome--in 

which parents try to compensate for lack of time with their children by showering them 

with presents.”  This pattern was in evidence among parents returning from business 

travel, but also, increasingly by the 1990s, among parents in general, many of whom 
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worked for pay and perceived that they were in a rush all the time.  Ms. Mehren wrote, 

“All busy parents in general feel pushed and pulled by schedules that have spun out of 

control.”  Ruby Takanishi, then a developmental psychologist, defined guilt shopping as 

a tendency to “‘provide kids with huge amounts of things which don’t have any relation 

to what they need.’”  She referred to guilt shopping as “an incredibly important issue, and 

said she felt that parents gave in to the practice “‘because there's just so much going on 

that most parents are in shock’”523--meaning that parents had so much to do in a day, they 

were overwhelmed, and reaching for ways to addresses their issues that they knew, deep-

down, were not really meaningful solutions, but rather were superficial gestures.  Despite 

the awareness of many parents that “trinkets” could not really ease the situation, in 

theory, in practice they often succumbed to the urge to buy guilt gifts, as the allure of a 

quick fix was so appealing.  As the Los Angeles Times put it, “Try offering logic to the 

parent in a pinch.”524 

Sources of Parental Guilt: By 1990, The Escalation of the Happiness 

Imperative  

Continuing on the theme of sources of parental guilt from 1945-2000, but adding 

a new source of guilt, were the demands exacted by the cultural conventions of the 

happiness imperative.  The only new source of parental guilt in 1945-2000 was guilt of 

parents over whether they had fulfilled these happiness concerns--including whether they 

had successfully deployed consumer goods in order to increase their children’s happiness 

or to combat their children’s claims of loneliness and boredom.    
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307 
 

The idea of the “happiness imperative” drew upon the work of historian Peter 

Stearns, who argued that it was a cultural force and a set of social pressures in the U.S. in 

the latter part of the twentieth century which required that a person seemed happy all of 

the time to the majority society.525  This set of cultural conventions held that: children 

should seem happy all of the time; and parents--not the children themselves as in earlier 

eras in American history--were responsible for ensuring this continued happiness.  This 

was a large task whose demands included the idea that parents were responsible for 

answering a child’s claims of loneliness and boredom,526 often with recourse to consumer 

goods, in contrast to earlier in the century in which children were responsible for coping 

with loneliness and boredom, and for fixing the problems themselves.  

Writer Fred Gosman was typical of a group of parents in the final decade of the 

study who refused to obey demands of the happiness imperative.  Gosman, who 

represented a much-held view amongst middle-class parents of the 1990s, believed that 

parents tried too hard to make their kids happy, and most of the time, they were not 

successful in their efforts, which led to resentful parents and frustrated kids.   

                                                 
525 Peter Stearns, Satisfaction Not Guaranteed: Dilemmas of Progress in Modern Society 
(New York, NY: NYU Press, 2012).  
526 By the final decade of my study, many middle-class parents seemed convinced that 
their claims of boredom had not met with parental results in the way that their children’s 
claims did.  Whereas “children used to take a refrigerator box and cut out holes for 
windows,” mother-of-two Amy Goldberg stated that by the 1990s, “‘Now there’s the 
Lion King tent [if kids are bored].  There is a toy for every occasion, and children get 
bored with them very, very quickly.’”  Laura Bird, “The Morning After: A Few Gifts Too 
Many,” Wall Street Journal (26 December 1996): 11. 
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On his national book tour of the 1990s for his book Spoiled Rotten: American 

Children and How to Change Them,527 Fred Gosman told his audience: “as we give our 

children more and more, we seem to be demanding and receiving less and less,” yet “in 

spite of all we do for our kids, never have our children been less happy and never have 

we parents been less happy.”  He asserted that none of the audience members ever 

challenged him on this when he made these points throughout the 1990s.  Gosman 

echoed the warnings of so many parents and experts of the 1990s when he stated: “we 

have our kids up on pedestals now and we are so guilt-ridden and so obsessed with their 

happiness that it’s just downright unnatural.”528  There will be greater discussion of 

parents of the 1990s who echoed Gosman’s views in the section on Parental Reactions. 

While many parents and experts of the 1990s had come to resent the way in which 

middle-class kids seemed “spoiled,” they were especially vocal near the holiday 

season.  By Christmas in the 1990s, many middle-class families were feeling both the 

pocketbook pinch of the 1990s529 and also, ideologically, they worried about the 

messages they were sending their children and that their children might become more 

“spoiled” as a result of parents splashing out at the holidays.  Betsy Taylor, executive 

director in the late 1990s of the Center for the New American Dream, felt that although 

                                                 
527 Fred Gosman, Spoiled Rotten: American Children and How to Change Them 
(Milwaukee, WI: Bashford and O’Neill, 1990). 
528 Fred Gosman quoted in Judy Mann, “Trying the Gift of Love,” Washington Post (3 
May 1991), C3. 
529 “To be sure, while kids’ pocketbooks may be fattening, their families may not be any 
better off.  Indeed, there’s plenty of evidence--from unemployment rates and stagnant 
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financially.”(D1)  “Declining living standards” of parents may have sparked the “cash 
bonanza” of kids.(D5)  Kathy Kristof, “Filial Finance: Children Have More Money Than 
Ever, and More Spending Savvy,” Los Angeles Times (8 September 1993): D1, D5. 
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parental gift-giving to children stemmed from a long tradition and perhaps came from a 

good place, the escalation in gift-giving had made the holidays into “‘just another 

stressful and expensive time in our already busy lives’” for many families.530  Ms. Taylor 

suggested to parents that they try to scale-back their Christmas celebrations, and remind 

their children that they were not trying to take anything away from the holiday, but rather 

that they were trying to add more meaning.531  A survey cited by the Christian Science 

Monitor in 1998 stated that many Americans were craving “‘more joy and less stuff;’” 

that only 28 percent of Americans felt that Christmas left them feeling “‘joyful;’” and 

that 44 percent felt consistently pressured to spend more than they really could.532 

While many white middle-class parents worried in the final decade of the study 

that they were “selling out” with their exaggerated gift-giving to children at Christmas, 

some experts reassured parents who were concerned that gift-giving would inherently 

distort the meaning of the holiday that their worries were misplaced, as long as they tried 

to keep the expectations in their house moderate, and not get carried away with 

spending.  John Barclay Burns, professor of religious studies, stated in 1998 about gift-

giving to children at Christmas, “‘It’s not wrong,’” and he added, “‘certainly the intent is 

to give simple gifts to mark the season, reserving the greatest gift as that of love for God 

                                                 
530 Jennifer Wolcott, “Christmas: Trying to Get it Right,” Christian Science Monitor (9 
December 1998): 17. 
531 Betsy Taylor recommended that parents state: you are not taking away gifts, you are 
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532 Jennifer Wolcott, “Christmas: Trying to Get it Right,” Christian Science Monitor (9 
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and other human beings.’”533  He felt that the perception of some parents of the decade 

that they had to either eliminate gifts altogether, or “buy, buy, buy,” was a false 

dichotomy: “‘It’s entirely possible to maintain the family ritual of gift-giving and also 

make a determined effort to focus on the holiday’s inner meaning.’”534  Parents across 

1945-2000 struggled with how to reconcile their wishes to fulfill the demands of the 

happiness imperative for their children, with their realization that the funds they had for 

consumer purchases were finite. 

As Dr. Peter Stearns argued in his book Satisfaction Not Guaranteed, the gains of 

modernity had not made Americans consistently happier—children and adults alike—and 

in fact the happiness imperative that was an inextricable part of late-twentieth-century 

modernity in the U.S. may have served to do precisely the opposite for some.  This meant 

that for some people, as soon as they were expected to be visibly, demonstrably happy all 

the time, they felt oppressed and overwhelmed by this cultural imperative, and they had a 

tendency to sink into sadness as they perceived they were letting down friends, family 

members, and the society as a whole on the happiness front.  Yet in previous eras, prior to 

about the second half of the twentieth century, these individuals would have been viewed 

by society as perfectly content.535 
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III. Themes of Expert Advice 

Introduction 

 From 1945 to 2000, the body of expert opinion and advice on matters relating to 

children’s consumerism, gifts, and feelings of parental guilt, was remarkably 

consistent.  Almost universally, despite differences in their degrees and in their respective 

fields of study, as well as the decades in which they were most active, experts across 

1945-2000 addressed the same types of concerns, including: whether parents were 

physically distant from their children; whether parents were emotionally distant from 

their children; and how parents were to deal with what would later be termed happiness 

obligations.  Although the experts did in fact take into account the massive historical 

changes, including changes in family patterns, occurring as 1945-2000 progressed, these 

changes--such as increased numbers of women in the paid workforce, and rising divorce 

rates--did not often make much difference to the advice offered.  

Expert Advice: Physically Absent Parents 

In articles from Parents, Ladies Home Journal, Good Housekeeping, Life, and 

parenting manuals, and in newspapers’ human-interest stories, experts across 1945-2000 

recommended to parents that if they had examined their family budgets and decided that 

the parent needed to be in the workforce for financial reasons, then the parents give 

themselves permission to not feel guilty about their absence from the home when in the 

paid workforce and to not substitute or buy into the provisional solution of a consumerist 

answer at replacing time with money, guilt with gifts.   Amy Abbott, the journalist behind 

“Ask Amy” suggested, for example, in 1957 that when a mother could not attend a school 
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play or other function because of paid work, that she inform her child of this in a matter-

of-fact manner: “keep any note of tragedy out of your voice when you break the 

news.”536   

Experts from 1945-2000 insisted that working parents reject, not buy into, or act 

upon the guilt complex popularized by the media and other parents, regarding parents 

who work.  In research spanning fifty-five years’ of expert opinion and authorial 

commentary, it was clear that within the working-parent-guilt complex: parents’ 

emotions of guilt about absence resulted in increased consumer capitalism, which 

fostered the same emotions that the gifts were meant to replace.  When parents suffered 

from feelings of guilt over physical distance, their actions of buying gifts transformed the 

work-spend cycle into the guilt-buy-gifts cycle. 

Journalist Amy Abbott, writing in 1957, reflected experts across 1945-2000 

writing that a working mother must resist trying to make up for time spent at the office by 

overcompensating with gifts or “smothering her children with attention during her off 

hours.”537  Even in 1957, it was a concern of experts that too much attention and coddling 

from mothers could “spoil” children, harm their emotional growth, and stifle their 

chances at becoming emotionally resilient.   

Research revealed that from the end of WWII through the 1950s, parenting 

experts--although not necessarily all of the women’s advice columnists—were careful to 

point out their beliefs that there was nothing inherently dysfunctional about middle-class 

                                                 
536 Amy Abbott, “Family Answers: How to Work, Be a Good Mother,” Los Angeles 
Times (7 November 1957), A5. 
537 Amy Abbott, “Family Answers: How to Work, Be a Good Mother,” Los Angeles 
Times (7 November 1957), A5. 
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families with a mother in the workforce.  For instance, journalist Amy Abbott insisted 

clearly, “the children must be taught to accept her [the mother’s] schedule just as they do 

any other family situation.”  Regarding the mother working, Abbott asserted that “the 

worst thing she can do is develop a guilt complex about it.”538  She wrote, “it is the 

normalcy in the emotional tone of a home that counts” toward the happiness of the 

children, rather than whether the mother was a full-time stay-at-home mom or not.   

        As late as 1980 many experts were still exhorting working mothers to get rid of 

their guilt and to reject the idea of giving guilt gifts to their children.  Writing in 1980, 

parenting experts Gloria Norris and Jo Ann Miller asserted, “Scratch a working mother 

and what will you find festering right under the skin?  Guilt.”539  Norris and Miller 

directed their advice to the numbers of women who still harbored guilt and bought 

presents—a practice which the authors decried as misguided—and they gently mocked 

the modern mother who came home from the office with her “briefcase loaded with 

gifts.”540  By using the metaphor of gifts in a briefcase, Norris and Miller portrayed what 

choices working parents had to make in attempting to negotiate a tenuous work-family 

balance. 

The symbolic briefcase loaded with gifts was a metaphor relevant not just for 

working mothers, but also for working fathers.  Journalists Nancy Samalin and Donna 

Brown Hogarty discussed how fathers were also guilty of gift-based reparations, with the 
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representative example of travelling salesman Chet and his son Nathan.  The family 

counselor to whom Chet’s wife sent Chet felt that he should not resort to guilt gifts to try 

to make up for his physical absence from the home, yet when the counselor advised him 

of this, he stated that he did not wish to change his ways.541  The case of Chet and Nathan 

turned out to be not unrepresentative of my data set, as increasingly across the era 1945-

2000 it was not uncommon for fathers to resort to consumerist methods to address their 

guilt. 

Experts decried cases such as Johnny, aged 7, written about in 1967 in Parents 

magazine.  Johnny was not atypical in my research.  The magazine recounted that he was 

accustomed to asking for a gift as soon as his father returned from any trip.  Johnny 

“greets his father [...] and [immediately and in an unemotional manner] demands, ‘What 

did you bring me?’”542  Experts warned that guilt gifts in such situations were neither 

necessary nor beneficial to the child's development, in the long run.  With parents who 

were physically absent from their children, experts advised parents not to feel guilty--

moms had a tendency to feel guilty at all times, and dads had a tendency to feel guilty 

when they returned from business trips.  Parenting analysts and commentators insisted 

that none of this parental guilt was helpful or necessary. 

Expert Advice: Emotionally Distant Parents 

In the 1940s through 1990s, experts advised parents who questioned whether they 

were sufficiently emotionally present: parenting commentators warned heavily against 
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using gifts to address this guilt—even or especially at the holidays.  They based their 

analysis and advice on a truism attributed to Ralph Waldo Emerson that “the only [true] 

gift is a portion of one’s self.”543 

        The historical record concerning the majority of middle-class white families 

indicated that there was sustained concern among parents—both mothers and fathers—

about whether they were emotionally present enough for their child’s needs.  Unlike 

parents, experts rejected the idea of guilt gifts as well as gifts that were not within the 

family budget.  Parents, however, felt that these gifts were better than no 

acknowledgement at all of the strained emotional state of their family life, and they 

believed that gifts outside the family budget would be a special treat for 

children.  Experts, in contrast, were uneasy with the concept of parents giving guilt gifts, 

or gifts outside the family budget, to their children in any circumstance. 

Remember we have discussed that parenting advisers and social commentators 

insisted that being physically absent from children was not inherently a problem, as long 

as parents made the most of the time that they did have with their children.  Experts did 

not see physical distance from children as inherently worrying.  However, experts did see 

emotional distance as a genuine problem, and they counselled parents on how to avoid 

what they saw as widening this emotional distance between parent and child with 

recourse to guilt gifts and extravagant presents.  Gloria Norris and Jo Ann Miller 

presented a passage summarizing what the experts meant when they referred to concepts 

surrounding being emotionally present, for example as regards the idea of the 
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emotionally-present mother.  Norris and Miller argued that: “despite our cultural ideal of 

exclusive mothering, [...] ‘mother’ does not necessarily mean handling each of your 

child’s physical needs [...] It does not mean that assuming that every problem, every 

unhappiness, that your child undergoes, must be personally managed by you.”  They 

continued, “‘Mother’ does mean showing your unwavering love and concern by staying 

in touch with your children’s feelings.”544  It was this sense of emotional constancy that 

experts felt parents must endeavor to give to their children. 

Parenting expert and father Colman McCarthy added to this portrait of what 

society regarded as proper parenting, when he reminded his readers that what children 

wanted, most of all, was time with parents, and ideally time with emotionally-engaged 

parents.  McCarthy wrote that parents must endeavor to give to their families “the 

treasures of our time and talk, exactly what children want the most.”545  He pointed out to 

his readers, many of whom were parents, that the only real gift was giving of oneself. 

In an effort to conciliate their children and demonstrate that they were involved in 

their emotional well-being, some parents gave lavish gifts to children, which could be 

seen as an attempted substitute for love, attention, and concerted listening.  T. R. Van 

Dellen, M.D., writing in 1963, argued that “all too often” parents indulged in extravagant 

presents to make up for being or seeming emotionally unavailable, and the “presents are 
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given to placate feelings of guilt.”546 Some parents had been preoccupied and detached, 

and attempted to make themselves feel better for these behaviors, regardless of whether 

these gifts would actually replace what had been lost. 

Writing in 1964, Oscar Rabinowitz of the Child Study Association of America 

reproached parents concerning their overdone gifts because they he felt they were used as 

“balm for a guilty conscience” in lieu of confronting the problem of their emotional 

absence.547  Rabinowitz argued that it was “not the size of the gift that matters,” and he 

clearly stated that “huge or expensive gifts” revealed that parents were “burdened with 

guilt.”548 

Experts pointed out that the gifts-and-guilt predicament was exemplified by 

overspending, including splashing out as a result of having been emotionally 

distant.  Parental overspending was a significant issue from 1945-2000, particularly at 

birthdays and holidays, and escalated as the years passed.  Family Financial Counselor 

Charles Neal, Jr., asserted that parents “who go overboard on spending” for children were 

“easing a guilt complex resulting from indifference toward their children in more 

important fields.”549  Such extravagant gifts did not take into account a financial or 

emotional budget.  These parenting decisions were financially unbalanced and 
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emotionally unsuccessful, as the outlook and responses of the child and the parent were 

not lining up. 

The issue of overspending was significant not just in recognizing the correlation 

between gifts and guilt which arose from parents being emotionally absent from their 

children, but also in understanding the history of consumerism in the U.S.  Issues of 

overspending in the past shed light on the ways in which the consumer society of the 

second half of the twentieth century unfolded, as gift-giving emerged as an attempt for an 

emotional proxy or as a substitute for being emotionally present.  These ideas reflected 

on the ways that Americans successfully coped, or did not cope, with the potential 

behavioral excesses engendered by consumerism--or the apparent emotional shortcuts 

offered by consumerism. 

Expert Advice: Parental Guilt and the Happiness Imperative 

 Another set of expert recommendations clustered around parental concerns about 

their children’s apparent happiness.  This type of parental guilt did not stem from 

physical absence or perceived emotional distance, but rather was guilt over whether the 

parent felt that he or she had fulfilled demands of the happiness imperative.  There was 

an uptick in expert advice on this type of guilt in the 1980s and 1990s, reflecting the fact 

that by those two decades, concerns in the mainstream society over happiness obligations 

had increased.  Dr. Paul Gabriel, clinical professor of psychiatry at New York University 

Medical Center in 1984, specialized in issues relating to children and adolescents, and he 

stated that one of the matters on which he advised parents and children was concerning 

guilt and gifts.  For instance, Dr. Gabriel asserted that after the holidays or a birthday, if a 
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child had not received the toy he or she was hoping for, then often the child and the 

parent felt badly after the event was over, with the child feeling disappointed and the 

parent feeling guilty.550  Primary sources surveyed indicated that parental worries about 

happiness obligations were a significant source of parental guilt at the holidays and on a 

child’s birthday, as well as throughout the year. 

Experts across 1945-2000 struggled with questions and quandaries such as: how 

could working parents give gifts to address happiness obligations and not have them 

appear to draw from the motive of guilt?  Advice centered on the idea that it was not the 

guilt itself which was inherently harmful necessarily, but rather the manner in which a 

parent translated the feelings of guilt into behaviors of consumer purchasing.  The guilt 

itself might not be pernicious, but the effects of parental guilt could certainly be corrosive 

to healthy parent-child relationships.  Yet it was not a very difficult task to inspire guilt in 

the modern parent, particularly with regard to the idea that a parent had fallen short of 

satisfying the demands of the happiness imperative. 

As childrearing commentator Eda LeShan wrote in Parents in 1977, in fact, 

“Nothing is easier than making parents feel guilty.”  As a parent herself, she felt that, 

“We seem more than willing to blame ourselves for every problem, and there are experts 

who exploit our fears and self-doubts.”  However, she conceded that guilt, although some 

parents felt justified in feeling it or felt that it was somehow an ennobling emotion, was 
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actually “an immobilizing force,”551 so she recommended that parents try to jettison their 

guilt.  Experts had consistently advised and primary sources on parents have confirmed 

that it was not the guilt itself that was always the problem, or even if gifts were used 

occasionally to address the happiness imperative, but rather if the gifts were overly 

extravagant, or if the gifts were used too consistently to try to substitute for time spent 

away from children, for perceived emotional absence, or to assuage parental concerns of 

children’s happiness. 

Kathy Kristof of the Los Angeles Times wrote an article in 1993 which 

illuminated the gifts-and-guilt cycle, in which middle-class parents of the 1990s self-

consciously and deliberately reduced the numbers of presents they bought for their kids: “ 

[...] many experts believe--or hope--that the bulk of children fall into the middle-income 

model [...] Here, partly because of recession-tightened family budgets, parents are 

increasingly stressing financial responsibility with their children.”  Kristof added, “In the 

simplest form, that means they’re not buying as many toys for the kids.”552 

In the 1990s, perhaps paradoxically, experts stated that “declining living 

standards” of parents may have sparked the “cash bonanza” for kids.553  This meant that, 

although parents were feeling the “pocketbook pinch” of the early 1990s, their kids were 

not (mostly as parents insulated their children from harsh financial realities), in their 

buying decisions in which they purchased items for themselves such as junk food, and 
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spent money on leisure such as on movies at movie theatres.  Yet parents were reducing 

their purchases for themselves, and their purchases for their children, including toys and 

other consumer goods meant as gifts for their children.  This is another piece of evidence 

to support my idea that parents of the 1990s did in fact cut back on gifts to their children. 

So parents were reconsidering their guilt in the 1990s and being more skeptical of 

what they regarded as “greedy” or “spoiled” kids, which is examined in detail later in the 

chapter. With regard to the issue of whether parental gifts to children actually flattened 

out, please refer to my graphs and analysis earlier in the chapter.  There were, 

indisputably, documented changes in parental attitudes of the 1990s but not necessarily 

well-documented changes in parental behaviors, although the data I gave earlier from the 

market research firm America’s Research Group certainly showed reduced parental 

spending, per child, on gifts to children at Christmas. 

Dr. Gary Cross of Penn State University was also under the distinct impression 

that parental behavior was starting to change in the 1990s as parents were, more than 

ever, genuinely disillusioned.554  However, alterations in parental behavior were not 

consistent or across the board, mainly as parental habits were decades-old, and habits 

proved hard to change.  Greater precision in my data sets would help to build stronger 

conclusions here, as scholars such as Sabino Kornrich and Frank Furstenberg have shown 

that prior to the 1990s, middle-class parents spent the most on their children in their teen 

years, yet after the 1990s, with the recession, total spending (including childcare and 

educational expenses, as well as consumer goods) was greatest on children under the age 
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of 6 (particularly as the cost of daycare went up), and spending on gifts went down 

slightly as the costs of childcare and education went up.555  So if I had been able to 

segregate my data from Hasbro, Mattel, and Toy Sales into spending on children under 6 

versus spending on children over 6, perhaps an even clearer correlation between parents 

distancing themselves from their guilt in the 1990s and cutting back on gifts, at least for 

the younger crowd, would have appeared.  

IV. Reconsiderations in the 1990s 

Introduction 

 In the period 1945 to 2000, parents and children (those people under age 18) had 

quite consistent reactions to expert advice concerning children’s consumerism, gifts, and 

parental guilt: they ignored or perhaps believed in but did not act upon, the vast majority 

of expert advice in this fifty-five-year timeframe.  Yet by 1990, there was a new reason 

for parental receptivity to expert advice: with the economic downturn, parents were more 

eager to observe expert prohibitions against excessive gifts, as the parents’ pocketbooks 

were feeling the pinch of the contracting economy.556   

By the final decade of my study, 1990-2000, as reflected in the Buying Decisions 

and the Gifts and Guilt chapters, middle-class parents were pushing back against what 

                                                 
555 Interestingly, these scholars have also shown that parental spending on their children 
in the 1990s was highest for children under age 6 (who required full-time daycare or 
preschool), and for the so-called boomerang children in their early 20s, who returned to 
the parental home after the college years, finding that job and housing opportunities were 
not what they had expected.  Sabino Kornrich and Frank Furstenberg, “Investing in 
Children: Changes in Parental Spending on Children, 1972-2007,” Demography (2013) 
50: 1-23. 
556 Kathy Kristof, “Filial Finance: Children Have More Money Than Ever, and More 
Spending Savvy,” Los Angeles Times (8 September 1993): D1, D5. 
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they regarded as bloated gift-giving and buying at birthdays, Christmases, and other 

holidays.  Parents in the national media stated that they struggled to reconcile the 

“spiritual” and the “materialistic” aspects of Christmas (discussed in greater detail 

elsewhere in the chapter under Parental Reactions).  Historian Gary Cross also felt that 

the 1990s marked the first decade in the era under study in which mainstream middle-

class parents became significantly disillusioned with the scope and scale of their 

children’s consumerism, to a degree which felt different from disillusionment in earlier 

eras--for example the early 1970s--and became consistently vocal about their desires to 

begin resisting their children’s pleas for more goods.557  Cross argued in The Cute and 

The Cool that by the latter part of the twentieth century, the escalation in children’s 

consumerism, and the ways in which parents had bought into these phenomena, had 

resulted in “jaded children” and childlike “youth-hungry adults.”558 

Cross also asserted that by that time, the 1980s-1990s, increased numbers of 

Americans were alarmed and felt disconcerted about the ways in which the secular had 

apparently replaced the sacred in almost all realms of American life.  Even at the 

holidays, transcendence was transferred from the church to the merchant, and he wrote 

that shopping malls had become cathedrals of consumerism--and most Americans were 

vastly more likely to visit a mall than an actual cathedral each December.559  Children’s 

consumerism magnified and exacerbated the trends in evidence in adult consumerism, 

                                                 
557 Personal email correspondence and telephone conversation with Gary Cross.  January-
May 2017. 
558 Gary Cross, The Cute and The Cool: Wondrous Innocence and Modern American 
Children’s Culture (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2004), 12. 
559 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
Celebrate, Eds. Amitai Etzioni and Jared Bloom (New York, NY: NYU Press, 2004), 69. 
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including this pattern toward the de-sacralization of so many aspects of modernity or 

modern life.  Cross wrote perceptively that instead of looking primarily to rituals with 

religious undertones to inspire and conjure up “pre-Enlightenment experiences of 

wonder,” by the final decades of the twentieth century, most adults looked instead to 

rituals built around children, for by this time the transformation was complete, in which 

holidays became child-centered.  This trend resulted in escalating levels of parental 

purchases for children, as parents tried to use their children as a way to access “wonder” 

and “delight,” yet these purchases were, as Cross put it in a rather severe understatement, 

“problematic.”560  Exploring these issues of rather problematic presents is a main focus of 

this chapter.  

Primary sources did not uncover any significant instances of children taking 

cognizance of expert advice on gifts across 1945-2000.  Although children were often 

aware of the advice, they chose not to pay it much heed, except on odd occasions when it 

served their purposes.  We will focus below on the reactions of parents. 

New Reasons for Parental Receptivity to Expert Opinion: Turning Point 

by 1990 

 
When did over-indulgent parents become parents who were concerned about the 

economy, and when did over-indulged children become regarded as spoiled 

children?  Mostly, this occurred in middle-class households nationwide in 1990.  In the 

1990s, more so than ever before in this study, there was a contrast between parental 

                                                 
560 Gary Cross, “Just For Kids: How Holidays Became Child Centered,” We Are What We 
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desires to earn enough to feel middle-class, yet parental perceptions that, at times, they 

were suffocating at home under a deluge of consumer goods, or suffocating under a 

burden of consumer debt.  There was a collision between thinking that consumerism and 

spending were potentially positive forces for the parent-child relationship, and would 

generally be in agreement with the existing family budget, and thinking that concerns 

over family finances must be placed in front of the luxury of being able to consistently 

and immediately indulge parent or child consumer aspirations. 

In contrast to the era 1945-1990 when parents had rejected expert advice on gifts 

and guilt, 1990-2000 denoted an era of parental receptivity to expert advice on gifts and 

guilt.  By 1990 there was more consistent parental concern in avoiding guilt gifts and 

parents claiming that they were thereby teaching their children “values.” 

There was a dramatic economic downturn in the years around 1990.  Additionally, 

parents were spending more time, including more “quality time,” with their kids by 1990-

2000 than they had in, for example, 1975--the majority assumption being that time spent 

with parents was somehow preferable or more beneficial to the child’s development than, 

for example, time spent with peers.561  Parents therefore had less guilt and less need for 

guilt gifts, at the same time that they began to have slightly less disposable income to 

spend on gifts.  These were the two greatest historical patterns underpinning the 

development that, beginning about 1990, parents appeared more receptive to expert 

advice: the recession and increased parental quality time with kids.  Additionally, it was 
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true that divorce rates stabilized in 1990-2000,562 so perhaps there was a relative measure 

of greater cultural calm about the state of the American family, both at the societal and 

the individual level, and therefore less perceived need to make up for less-than-

Hollywood-perfect families with guilt gifts.  As stated earlier, many parents of the 1990s 

also came to feel that they simply had too much “stuff,” and that they were burdened by 

consumer debt. 

Representative of the 1990s were Jason and Crystal Eddy of Portland, Oregon, 

who told the Wall Street Journal in 1993 that they had started to cut back on their 

spending on gifts, especially at holidays, when they realized that they were becoming 

resentful toward their children as a result of the gift-giving.  Mrs. Eddy confided in the 

paper that for the previous several years, the couple had accumulated Christmas debts 

that took them until the summer to pay off, and yet beginning in the spring she was 

already angry each year: “‘I began to resent the debt by around April.’”563    

The new factor in parental reactions to expert advice of the 1990s was that parents 

started listening to experts more closely, and actually enacting expert advice.  The new 

factor in trends in expert opinion of the 1990s was that experts sounded more zealous 

about parents avoiding guilt gifts, and more impassioned about the state of parental 

finances than they had prior to 1990.  Why did parents begin implementing expert advice 

in about 1990?  This occurred primarily because parents were ready to begin listening 

                                                 
562 “Divorce Rate Trends,” Reeve Vanneman, From Monthly Vital Statistics Reports, 
University of Maryland, Accessed 28 July 
2016.  <http://www.vanneman.umd.edu/socy441/trends/divorce.html>. 
563 Deborah Lohse, “Your Money Matters: Weekend Report: Shopping Tip: Don’t Put the 
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because of the recession, not because there was some new, convincing element to the 

experts’ arguments--what the experts were saying was not novel, but rather it was their 

tone, as well as the historical context, which had changed by the 1990s.  For instance, the 

cries of experts had taken on a measure of shrillness by the 1990s which they had not 

displayed in earlier decades.  Thomas Chesus, a business consultant in Marin County, 

California in 1993, stated that he had seen many parents “tumble into a cauldron of guilt-

induced debt.”  Mr. Chesus stated that these parents were increasingly common in the 

1990s, and that they were overworked, overwrought, and “in far too many cases, 

financially overextended.”564  By the 1990s, there were simply more parents who were 

more indebted than ever, and perceived that they were more stressed-out and anxious 

than ever, and these parents were more willing to listen to or heed expert advice than 

parents had been in previous decades. 

What were some of the additional reasons why parents began to listen to experts 

more carefully beginning in 1990?  New considerations included parental concerns about 

rising college costs, as well as rising healthcare costs, childcare costs, consumer debt, and 

the costs of homeownership.  There was also a transition in the U.S. economy completed 

by the 1980s-1990s, compared to 1940s-1950s, from families spending more on food and 

clothing, to spending more on housing and transportation.565  By the final decade of the 

twentieth century, the costs of raising a family in a way that society perceived to be 
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middle-class had risen out of proportion to other costs.  All of these elements affected the 

newfound parental receptivity to expert advice on gifts and guilt.  

Additionally, by 1990, many middle-class parents were experiencing a form of 

material-possessions overload (both their own possessions and their children’s 

possessions), becoming more disillusioned with children’s consumerism than in previous 

decades, and identifying an apparent lack of discipline among their children.  This 

perceived lack of discipline was informing their anxiety that their children were 

becoming very spoiled because of too little disciplinary guidelines from parents, as well 

as too little self-discipline, and too many guilt gifts from parents.  Middle-class parents in 

the 1990s believed that children were more spoiled than at any previous time in American 

history.  In 1990 there was a shift toward middle-class parents who were really trying 

hard to implement the expert advice prohibiting gifts given to assuage a guilty 

conscience. 

From 1970 and lasting into the 1990s, real income stagnated.566  In addition to this 

economic reality, scholars such as Dr. Stephanie Coontz argued that families also 

experienced altered perceptions of how much money one needed to feel middle-

class.  Dr. Coontz wrote, “Certainly the role of rising aspirations is relevant here.  In the 

early 1970s, people’s perceptions of a family’s required minimum income rose faster 

                                                 
566 Thomas Bailey, David Kennedy, and Lizabeth Cohen, The American Pageant: A 
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than did real economic growth.  These perceptions may have been fanned by [...] 

consumerism and materialism [...] but they also turned out to be remarkably prescient: By 

the mid-1970s, the inflation rate exceeded the average income gain for Americans, and 

by the end of the 1970s [...] two wages were necessary for families to maintain any 

continued improvement in real income.”567  These rising expectations, coupled with the 

reality of the flat economy, meant that many parents felt pressured, squeezed between 

economic aspirations and financial reality.  It was not until 1990, however, that these 

forces combined to result in middle-class parents who were fed up enough with the status 

quo to begin to significantly change their parenting habits, and who stated that they were 

trying to cut back on gifts, including guilt gifts, given to their children. 

The advice of marriage, family, and child counselor Sharon Potter in 1990 was 

typical of expert advice of the decade when she insisted that parents try to remove guilt 

from the buying equation with regard to assessing whether or not they had been 

emotionally present, and whether to address the issue with gifts.  Potter summarized the 

guilty views of her clients, which they shared with her when they were coming upon a 

child’s birthday or the holidays; they always said something along the lines of: “We 

would have liked to have given [of ourselves] throughout the year, but we didn’t, and this 

is how we make up for it.”568  Of course, as with all other experts whose work I have 

encountered, she advised parents that there was not a way to make up for a lack of past 

                                                 
567 Stephanie Coontz, The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia 
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emotional connections, and that all the parent could do, in a meaningful way, was 

promise to spend more time with the child in the coming year in the mindset of being 

fully emotionally present.    

Being interviewed in 1990 about her family life, parent Marsha Bell stated that all 

four of her children were “spoiled brats.”569  Beginning in 1990, the historical record 

showed more reports of middle-class parents who referred to their children by such terms 

as “brats” and “monsters,” and referred to their children consistently as being “greedy” or 

“spoiled,” along with more frequent references to parents who admitted that they were 

concerned they were not raising their children with the right “values.”570   

By 1990, middle-class parents confided in counselors, advisers, and family 

therapists, and indicated to the media, that they were increasingly more concerned about 

the status of their family finances than they had been in the years prior to about 

1990.  The clearest evidence for parental reactions to issues of guilt, gifts, and experts 

across the era 1945-2000 was not just the anxieties of parents as related by parents, but 

also the concerns of experts and the extent to which their recommendations to resist tying 

gifts to guilt—including gifts of clothing and shoes—accelerated by 1990. 

Working Mothers Who Modified Their Guilt by 1990   

Working moms only began to distance themselves from their guilt over their 

employment in a significant way in 1990 because in greater numbers of families than 

                                                 
569 Marsha Bell quoted in Michael Szymanski, “Teaching Material Boys and Girls the Joy 
of Giving,” Los Angeles Times (13 December 1990), VY: J1. 
570 Including the article, Michael Szymanski, “Teaching Material Boys and Girls the Joy 
of Giving,” Los Angeles Times (13 December 1990), VY: J1, J7, J8.  This point is 
discussed in more detail later in the document. 
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ever before, having mom in the paid workforce became a fiscal necessity if the family 

wished to maintain a consistent middle-class standard of living.  Of course it was true, as 

well, that the amount and even quality of consumer goods required in defining oneself as 

middle-class in status changed over time.  For instance, throughout the 1950s-1970s, one 

television was generally considered sufficient for a middle-class home; however, after the 

1980s and especially the 1990s, additional televisions were often perceived to be required 

in order for the home to appear fully bourgeois.  While a car was not a purchase solely 

for the use of a child, of course, it often changed and even improved a child’s life 

considerably, including in increasing access to leisure activities and consumer activities 

such as visiting stores and shopping malls.  A similar pattern appeared with cars as with 

televisions in the sense that after the 1950s-1970s, having only one car was not perceived 

as sufficiently “middle-class.”   

By 1990, experts and working moms alike were mostly in agreement that guilt 

due to paid employment was not expected of them nor was it helpful for the family, and 

that guilt gifts were not necessary to assuage or address parental guilt over working 

outside the home.  Some moms had a sense that they were spending a good amount of 

quality time with their children.  Also, as reported by periodicals, books, and 

newspapers,571 working moms by the 1990s came into agreement with the majority of 

middle-class parents—those within and without paid employment—that their children 

had too many consumer goods.  Many parents were also worried about their high levels 
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of consumer debt--especially those who wished to one day send their kids to college, as 

tuition costs continued to rise throughout the 1990s.  They cut back on guilt gifts 

beginning in 1990 both because their guilt had decreased (or at least they felt that they 

should act as if their guilt had decreased, now parents were experiencing guilt over 

feeling guilty) relative to previous decades, and because their perception was that their 

children simply had “too much” already.  Wendy Kramer-Katt, a psychiatric nurse and 

mother of a nine-year-old son, told the New York Times that she had begun having talks 

with her son about putting parameters on gift-giving, and not seeming greedy.  She stated 

that she had told him “there are other things in life that are more important” than lots of 

material goods and that “there are limits,” and “it’s okay to have limits” on spending and 

gift-giving.572 

        The primary sources from 1945-2000 detailed that consistent sources of parental 

guilt were the parent’s physical absence from home and instances when the parent could 

not be home with the child before and after school every day, or stay home on days when 

the child did not attend school.  This source of parental guilt was common until 1990, and 

continued in some families after 1990, despite expert recommendations to the contrary, as 

well as abundant evidence that children themselves did not resent their parent’s absence 

nor feel parental guilt over being away from home was necessary.  Four-year-old Julie, of 

Vienna, VA, written about in 1992, was typical of my research when she insisted that she 

did not mind that her mom worked outside the home.  Julie’s mother, Susan McCullough, 
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related that since turning four, Julie’s favorite form of make-believe play consisted of 

pretending to be an office worker like her mom.  Susan related how Julie went about this 

favorite playtime ritual: her tendency was to get out paper and crayons and spread them 

out carefully, then shoo her mom from the room, stating that she is “in her office,” and 

that she “has work to do.”  Susan stated that, in turn, she always smiled and replied, 

“‘OK, let me know when I can return.’”573 

 In addition to Julie, many other middle-class kids of the 1990s felt that they were 

satisfied with the level of parenting they received.  Children interviewed about these 

issues overwhelmingly felt that their parents’ guilt was misplaced and unwarranted.  Amy 

Dickinson wrote in 1999 in Time magazine, “The common belief is that, if both parents 

work, the kids feel neglected.”  Yet the data suggested otherwise.  Dickinson related that 

the 1999 book Ask The Children surveyed hundreds of children nationwide in the 1990s, 

and revealed that two-thirds of kids aged 8-18 stated that they felt that they spent enough 

time with their parents, and that only 10 percent desired more time with Mom, and 16 

percent desired more time with Dad.  Most of the children interviewed for the book 

believed that their parents were doing a “good job.”574 

In addition to the fact that not many kids felt their moms should feel guilty for 

working, the idea of the career mom had become common in mainstream society by the 

decade of the nineties.  Many of the working moms of the 1990s had been raised by 

working moms themselves; therefore they did not perceive the need for guilt to the extent 
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that their mothers had, as conceptions of the working mom had been normalized.  By 

1990 within the white middle-class, most parents were finally turning away from the idea 

that working mothers should have felt guilty.  This parental distancing from feelings of 

guilt was mostly because the numbers of mothers in paid employment were so high and 

working moms were a part of the social fabric across the nation.  This development was 

also related to the reasons stated above, that moms realized they were spending quality 

time with their kids, they perceived that many kids had too many consumer possessions, 

and in many families, having mom in the paid workforce had become financially 

necessary.   

        Regarding working mothers who, by about 1990, came to reject the idea that they 

must automatically feel guilty just for working for pay, and buy guilt gifts as a result, 

mothers in the Washington, D.C., region exemplified this trend.  For instance, Donna 

Hart, editor of a parenting magazine, had mixed feelings and reactions to the question of 

whether to use a gift as a reward to a child for weathering well a parental absence, and 

she stated that by the decade of the 1990s, she came to resent the implication that she 

should feel guilty for working or being away from her child.  In 1992, Hart was editor of 

the Washington, D.C.,-based resource magazine Parent and Child.  Hart went on a 

business trip only to find upon calling home the first night, her four-year-old daughter 

asking her immediately, “Have you bought a toy for me yet?” and insisting that she “only 

wanted” one doll—a very specific doll that cost $30.575   
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Hart recounted her feelings upon hearing her daughter’s request: “I’m not buying 

her a $30 gift because I left her for five days;” she stated that she thought she should not 

feel guilty because she was a good mom, and also she simply did not have the funds to 

indulge every request.  Hart did not regard herself as a cynic, but she did feel that the 

gifts-and-guilt game represented a self-perpetuating cycle or a trap, “If you fall for it 

every time, you could end up spending a lot of money.”576  However, before the business 

trip was over, Hart did cave in to her daughter’s demands to a certain extent—but she 

purchased an inexpensive wind-up toy dog rather than the expensive doll her daughter 

had requested.  Nonetheless, she was still representative of a trend I have identified of 

parents of the 1990s who began to reject some of their guilt, to try to distance themselves 

from their guilty feelings, and to try to limit the numbers of guilt gifts they purchased.  

Parental Reactions: Parental Concerns of Materialism 

From 1945, experts had been advocating that parents spend time with children 

and not just spend money on children.  By about 1990 parents were actually trying to put 

this expert advice to use in a consistent way.  Parents were feeling overwhelmed by 

owning so many material possessions, and they were experiencing financial pressure as a 

result of the downturn in the economy, which was affecting their disposable 

income.  Parents of the 1990s worried about the theoretical or ideological side of their 

children’s consumerism, and were concerned that kids structured their life too much 

around goods by that decade, and were becoming too overtly materialistic.  Many parents 

whose voices I encountered in the primary sources echoed common expert complaints 
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almost exactly.  For instance, many parents of the 1990s stated something along the lines 

of Wendy Kramer-Katt, a nurse, and mother of a nine-year-old son, interviewed in the 

New York Times about holiday gift-giving, who was sure that by the 1980s onward, most 

middle-class Americans had lost sight of the correct priorities.  Katt stated, “‘We are 

certainly a lot more materialistic [...] if we are showing our love more by giving gifts, we 

probably have got a lot worse [than in the past].’”  She added, unequivocally, “‘People 

have much less time, so they substitute something else for it:’” most often, gifts.577 

Concerns of materialism were exaggerated near the holiday season.  Glaston Ford, 

father of three, from Austin, Texas, stated in 1998 that, “‘Christmas is a constant struggle 

between the spiritual and [...] the materialistic push to max out the credit cards.’”  More 

articulate than most parents, yet tapping into what many middle-class parents of the 

decade were feeling, Mr. Ford added, “‘I don’t want to [still] be paying for Christmas in 

February.  I don’t want to buy stuff just to keep up with the Joneses.’”  He explained his 

concerns, “‘I don't want the toys and gifts to displace the spiritual message.’”578  Father 

of five Gary Zavoral of Citrus Heights, California, admitted in 1998 that he and his wife 

had tried to cut back on gifts in past Christmas seasons but after push-back from their 

kids, they returned to their earlier practice of buying quite a few gifts, but not as many as 

before, and just tried harder to emphasize to their kids that there was a religious 

component to the holiday, and kept reminding them of that.  Mr. Zavoral was not sure if 
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he was being practical or had given into his kids’ consumer urges; he stated that he still 

tried to emphasize the “‘true meaning’” of Christmas often to his children.  He 

rationalized, “‘I guess it’s justifying the commercial way, but we believe that gift-giving 

at Christmas is metaphoric of the gifts given by the wise men to the Christ child.’”579  But 

ultimately he was not really happy at the way in which he felt he had given in, and let his 

kids dictate the meaning of Christmas for his family, more than letting the “‘true 

meaning’” of Christmas shine through.580  

Joe Nicolosi, clinical psychologist, agreed with many other parents of the 1990s 

in asserting that overly materialistic attitudes in middle-class children had been a problem 

for recent generations, and yet their values seemed more distorted than ever to him as 

children and their parents entered the decade of the nineties.  Nicolosi insisted, “My kid 

is a spoiled brat who comes from a pair of upper-middle-class obsessive-compulsive 

parents.”581  He stated that he had been attempting to teach his 9-year-old son, Joey, what 

he regarded as family-centered values for years.  He was not terribly hopeful about 

countering what he saw as his child’s excessively materialistic outlook.  Additionally, 

parent Berenda [sic] Hunter spoke for her fellow middle-class parents of the 1990s when 
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she wrote of her fears that children of the decade had become incredibly acquisitive.  She 

asserted in 1990: “we are creating little monsters.” 582   

Parents were struggling with the question: did guilt gifts produce a materialistic 

child and if parents limited these gifts, would this help make children less materialistic, 

more cooperative, and happier?  Children’s consumerism was so thoroughly entrenched 

in society by 1990 that guilty parents often did not conceive of a way to cope with 

parental guilt that did not resort to consumerist methods.  

By the 1990s many parents feared that, as stated by child psychologist Marga 

Rosa: “Parental guilt caused because they don’t spend time with their children is 

something that triggers materialistic attitudes [in children].”  Rosa also felt that, with 

many kids who were regarded by society as spoiled, “the child is given everything they 

could ever want [in terms of material goods], yet is being neglected [emotionally or in 

terms of time spent with the parent].”583  However, it was not necessarily the guilt itself, 

but rather how the parent’s actions and decisions resulted from guilty feelings--including 

the idea of guilt gifts--that helped determine children’s materialistic attitudes and 

values.  Parents’ constantly shifting evaluation of their philosophy and attitude toward 

giving gifts and feeling guilty, influenced whether their decisions and actions would 

result in an overly materialistic child or one who embraced the same values as the parent-

-wherever the parent may have been on a continuum from very materialistic, to not at all 

materialistic. 

                                                 
582 Berenda [sic] Hunter quoted in Michael Szymanski, “Teaching Material Boys and 
Girls the Joy of Giving,” Los Angeles Times (13 December 1990), VY: J7. 
583 Marga Rosa quoted in Michael Szymanski, “Teaching Material Boys and Girls the Joy 
of Giving,” Los Angeles Times (13 December 1990), VY: J7. 
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Parental Reactions: Perceptions of Overabundance 

By 1990 parents reacted against both the material conditions of consumer 

abundance--too much “stuff”--and the ideological underpinnings of much middle-class 

children’s consumerism, including the ideas of parental guilt and the “happiness 

imperative.”  This section focuses on the material approach of parents who simply 

worried that kids had too much “stuff” by the 1990s.  As mentioned earlier in the chapter, 

concerned parent Fred Gosman articulated these issues of both overabundance of 

consumer goods and the reasons behind children’s consumerism in his 1990 book Spoiled 

Rotten: American Children and How to Change Them.  Gosman’s suggestions for 

parental reactions to gifts and guilt included: to simply cut back on the number of 

consumer goods and the amounts spent on consumer goods, to expect more from children 

in terms of respect and help around the house and to enforce these new rules, and to 

jettison the idea of middle-class parental guilt entirely. 

 By the final decade of the twentieth century, children’s consumerism was 

indelibly linked to the “happiness imperative,” conventions which resulted in the idea and 

belief that it was up to the parent to ensure that the child was happy, and that a 

convenient way to promote this happiness was with purchasing consumer goods.  There 

was, beginning in 1990, a defection by parents from the happiness camp, and a 

reevaluation of the happiness imperative as it served the purposes of children’s 

consumerism and as it informed gifts and guilt.  According to primary sources, the 

disillusionment experienced by middle-class parents like Fred Gosman in the 1990s was, 

by 1990, much more common than for any previous decade in this study.  Gosman 
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echoed the spirit of the age when he insisted that he did not have an inherent problem 

with children’s consumerism, but rather he felt that the outcomes of excessive 

consumerism were generally less-than-positive for children and for parents.584  Gosman 

put it simply: “If giving a child everything he wanted produced happier, achieving kids, 

marvelous.  But it’s not.”585  

In the 1990s, parents began to accept the long-standing expert consensus of 

advice on gifts and guilt.  They implemented new personal economic limits by applying 

stricter financial parameters and expert advice to the idea of guilt gifts, simply because 

they had so much “stuff” and so little (compared to previous eras) disposable income; had 

high levels of consumer debt; and parents were concerned about apparently materialistic 

kids, more so than ever before.  As journalist and mother Judy Mann put it, many kids by 

the 1990s were “over-indulged in consumer goods” and “under-disciplined.”586    

Middle-class parents were not terribly unhappy with their kids, in practice, yet 

many middle-class parents were unhappy with their kids in theory—unhappy with the 

relationship that their kids appeared to have with children’s consumerism, and how that 

was adversely affecting relations within the home between parents and children, 

including making relations seem, at times, less loving, close, and warm, and more overtly 

commercialized and unrewarding. Remember a lot of parents of the 1990s had been 

children of the baby boom: “‘A lot of baby boomers were given too much, and we turned 

                                                 
584 See, for example, Juliet Schor, Born to Buy: The Commercialized Child and the New 
Consumer Culture (New York, NY: Scribner, 2004). 
585 Fred Gosman quoted in Judy Mann, “Trying the Gift of Love,” Washington Post (3 
May 1991), C3. 
586 Judy Mann, “Trying the Gift of Love,” Washington Post (3 May 1991), C3. 
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into basket cases,’” stated Craig Rhyne, then-president and founder of Money Monthly, in 

1993.  He continued, “‘I think there is a real revolution taking place because people are 

saying, ‘I don’t want my kids to live this way.’’”587 

By 1990 based on their letters to the editor, and other feedback, such as the quote 

from a parent interview in a newspaper, given directly above, middle-class parents 

perceived that compared to any group since 1945, there had never been a set of parents 

unhappier with the task of parenting.  This perception was largely due to struggling with 

guilt and asking themselves how much of their guilt, if any, was unwarranted, as well as 

struggling with serving as a referee of sorts with regards to overseeing their children’s 

consumerism.  Also, mainstream perceptions held that there had never been a set of 

children more unhappy with the parenting they were receiving as regards parental 

guidance, rules about, and limits on children’s consumerism.588   

These parental perceptions of unhappiness stemming mostly from guilt were 

primarily founded upon differing parental reactions versus children’s reactions to the 

consumer society, including issues of gifts and spending.  Additionally, as the second half 

of the twentieth century unfolded, individual expectations of happiness of the average 

                                                 
587 Kathy Kristof, “Filial Finance: Children Have More Money Than Ever, and More 
Spending Savvy,” Los Angeles Times (8 September 1993): D5. 
588 Data set for this assertion includes ten years’ of data in Zillions, the consumer 
magazine for kids from 1990-2000, such as reader-generated content, letters to the editor 
from kids, and the feature in each issue whereby children wrote in asking the editorial 
staff of Zillions whether they were in the right or their parent was in the right concerning 
a family debate over consumerism, such as the decision to purchase a specific, usually 
very expensive, children’s consumer product--most often, this was a mountain bike or a 
new stereo system.  Consumers Union/Consumer Reports, Zillions (Yonkers, NY: 
Consumers Union, 1990-2000).  This assertion also draws upon: Personal email 
correspondence with the Editor of Zillions from 1990 to 2000, Charlotte Baecher. 
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person increased--“happiness obligations” became weightier.589  Parents felt more acutely 

the pressures to address both their happiness and their children’s happiness as 1945 to 

2000 unfolded. 

By 1990, as assumptions of “happiness” and self-fulfillment had increased, 

parents and children perceived that they were unhappier than generations of parents and 

children before them, as there was more of a gulf between reality and expectations than 

there had been for previous eras, because overblown expectations were inherently 

unrealizable. 

Yet in addition to the escalation of the happiness imperative and the influence of 

ideas like self-actualization, it was clear that a major source of parenting frustration by 

1990 was simply the provisioning of children with consumer goods, perceptions that kids 

were overly materialistic, and the way in which parents perceived that their children were 

not grateful for these gifts.  Parent and author Fred Gosman reflected the majority 

opinion of middle-class parents by 1990 when he asserted that parents resented spending 

so much money on children with so little help from children, and that children were 

increasingly non-plussed by consumer goods the more they received. 

        Fred Gosman felt the best ways to address the phenomena related to children’s 

consumerism, fears of materialism, unhappy kids, and unhappy parents, were: to buy 

fewer things for children, to expect more of children, to discipline them consistently with 

                                                 
589 Peter Stearns, Satisfaction Not Guaranteed: Dilemmas of Progress in Modern Society 
(New York, NY: NYU Press, 2012).  
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“reasonable consequences,” to reject the idea of parental guilt, and to impose limits and 

teach more often about “values.”590 

Many middle-class parents of the 1990s shared their concern that their children 

were “spoiled” with various media outlets in the decade.  Walter Simmons, a marriage 

and family therapist in Yorktown Heights, New York, confided in a reporter for the New 

York Times in 1990 that he was worried about the number of Christmas presents his 

daughter had received, stating, “My 7-year-old daughter got more things than she could 

absorb.”  He was anxious about the fact that the previous year, by January, she had 

stopped playing with about 60 percent of the toys she had received for 

Christmas.  Simmons stated that he expected the same result that year.  Both of the girl’s 

parents worried that she might be spoiled; Simmons shared: “My wife and I are both 

concerned about whether we’re spoiling our daughter.”  He continued, “We each make 

that judgment differently. We don’t want her to feel deprived relative to her peers, but we 

don’t want to become a rubber stamp of approval for everything she wants.”591  Mr. and 

Mrs. Simmons’ concerns were representative of many middle-class parents who had 

become disillusioned with the scope and scale of children’s consumerism by the final 

decade of this study. 

The compromises that parents made in order to make enough money to feel 

“middle class,” yet try to have some hours left over each week for family time, and the 

compromises that children made to give up time with their parents and “share” their 

                                                 
590 Fred Gosman quoted in Judy Mann, “Trying the Gift of Love,” Washington Post (3 
May 1991), C3. 
591 Lawrence Kutner, “Parent and Child,” New York Times (4 Jan 1990), C8. 
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parents with the workforce, all helped fuel the gifts-and-guilt cycle.  Gifts both reflected 

existing guilt, and perpetuated new guilt.  As the study drew to a close in 1999, it was 

clear that middle-class parents attempted to reject some of their parenting guilt, and to cut 

back on guilt gifts, yet the practice of guilt gifts was still quite prevalent, and would 

continue into the twenty-first century, and to present day, despite parental concerns that 

children had too many material possessions, and despite parental concerns for their 

pocketbooks. 

Conclusion 

The historical record from 1945-2000 exposed tensions between parents and 

children, parents and experts, and children and experts in expectations of how parents and 

children should think, feel, and behave in reaction to the increase in children’s 

consumerism, gifts for children, and parental guilt.  This chapter has discussed historical 

trends including: greater numbers of parents in the paid workforce over time, as well as 

increased levels of reported parental guilt, and accelerating rates of guilt-based purchases 

for children in the form of gifts of consumer goods, at least up until about 1990.   

 As mentioned earlier, but discussed in greater detail here, parents of the 1990s 

were really starting to reconsider their guilt and their guilt gifts in a major way.  Lee 

Nelson, mother of an eight-year-old daughter and a six-year-old son in 1991, stated that 

in the past, she had always gone along with the assumption that children should be given 

almost everything on their Christmas list, but that as the family entered the decade of the 

1990s, she was having second-thoughts about these cultural conventions.  She admitted to 

the reporter, “‘We go overboard,’” and “I question whether you need to buy as much as 
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you do.’”592  Thirty-six-year old Judith Reid was a mother of three daughters in 1991, and 

stated that since 1989, she had held a Christmas party for her children and their friends 

each year, in which she hired Santa to come to give one present to each girl, and each girl 

had to bring to the party a gift to give to Santa so he could donate it to the Toys for Tots 

charity organization.  She stated that she felt she had to do something differently after she 

noticed her children and all her friend’s children becoming blasé to the gifts they received 

each year from their parents: “‘It’s an attempt to show them the other side of 

Christmas.’”  Ms. Reid added, “‘Because, after parcel number 10 [or so], what does it 

matter what’s inside the box?’”593 

One way in which parents began to reconsider their guilt in the 1990s was the 

guilt they felt over their absence from home for working.  James Dalton, who in 1998 had 

been in the toy business for 48 years, and owned a store called the Toy House in the NYC 

area, stated that in the 1990s, he had found himself questioning parents who came into his 

toy shop and ended up telling him about their guilt.594  He shared with the journalist, 

Donna Greene, that when he questioned parents about their guilt over working, they 

conceded that their guilt was misplaced.  He told Ms. Greene, “I see people spending as 

much for toys as they do to feed and clothe their children, and children expect it: that’s 

the problem.”  He added that he had a mom in his shop once and she said, “‘You know 

what it is?  We all feel guilty because we’re both out working all the time and we’re not 

                                                 
592 Sue Ellen Christian, “Do Parents Give Too Much at Christmas?,” Chicago Tribune 
(24 December 1991): NW_B1. 
593 Sue Ellen Christian, “Do Parents Give Too Much at Christmas?,” Chicago Tribune 
(24 December 1991): NW_B7. 
594 Donna Greene, “Reflections on 48 Years in the Toy Trade,” New York Times (14 June 
1998): WE3. 
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home with the kids.’”  Her asked her if she needed the money from her job, and she 

replied that she did, so Mr. Dalton told her: “‘You're feeling guilty about being out 

working to help feed and clothe your children?  You feel guilty?’”  He told her: if you 

need the money, “‘why would you feel guilty?’”595  Since Mr. Dalton was from a 

different generation from the parents who shopped at his store in the 1990s, and since he 

had been a child in the Depression, he felt he had distance and perspective on the issue, 

and he was able to reject the media portrayals of super-parents and simply remind his 

customers that if they were doing their best and loved their kids, then that was all they 

could do, and they should not feel guilty over working.  Other primary sources have 

confirmed that many middle-class parents of the 1990s were slowly coming around to a 

point of view similar to that of Mr. Dalton. 

Across 1945-2000, parents worried about apparent materialism and “greedy” or 

“spoiled” kids concerning issues surrounding both allowances and gifts.  But, as the 

Allowances chapter has shown, with allowances parents simply did not translate their 

concerns into action, as allowances kept rising across 1945-1990, and especially after 

1990.  Yet with gifts, this chapter has shown that by 1990, parents were less likely than 

with allowances to say one thing and do another.  This contrast was due to a number of 

factors, even including lingering cultural remnants of Puritanism, which had always 

existed uneasily alongside the celebratory, gift-giving strains in American culture. 

By 1990, parents were becoming more practical where gifts were concerned, and 

they reasoned that most kids would get by just fine with fewer offerings--remember, as 

                                                 
595 Donna Greene, “Reflections on 48 Years in the Toy Trade,” New York Times (14 June 
1998): WE3. 
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addressed above this was the decade in which parents, and even some kids, came to feel 

some sense of material possessions overload and that they simply had too much 

“stuff.”  In contrast, parents sensed that their kids could not necessarily get by on smaller 

allowances, for as adults perceived that they were busier, and as children were in daycare 

and other childcare (or non-school, non-home contexts) settings for longer hours, then 

larger allowances seemed essential, with more buying decisions left to children, who had 

the time to shop for their own snacks and meals and, when older, for their own clothing 

and shoes, and even leisure activities and entertainment. 

Even by 1990, parents held on to older ideas that an allowance, since it was finite 

and given regularly and was a child’s “own” money, would, more often than not, 

eventually teach children to make wise buying decisions and to successfully navigate the 

world of expanding children’s consumerism.  Yet with gifts, an entirely different 

dynamic was at work in which parents knew the gift likely would not teach the child 

anything--other than to perhaps be a grateful or gracious recipient--and so this awareness, 

paired with the knowledge of most parents by 1990 that kids had more than enough 

“stuff,” resulted in parents who were willing to cut back on gift-giving to an extent that 

did not seem possible where allowances were concerned.  So parents developed two 

pathways by the 1990s, increasing allowance amounts (in many cases, even as family 

incomes plateaued) and shifting more of the purchasing decisions onto their children, 

while decreasing money spent on gifts per child each year.  It remains to be seen if these 

linked trends continued into the first decade or two of the next century--and it would be 

fascinating to see if the patterns persisted and, if so, why.  
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For children and parents there were different forces pulling in complex and 

contradictory directions, influencing each group in diverse ways.  These dilemmas 

informed the actions and reactions of parents, children, and experts with respect to the 

issues of whether time could be replaced with gifts, whether gifts could be substituted for 

guilt, and how the time/money exchange could be negotiated in the context of close 

family relationships. 

From 1945-2000, the narrative of gifts and guilt was largely a story of change, in 

the sense that the number of guilt gifts, and levels of parental guilt, kept shifting with 

each passing decade.  Prior to 1990, though, most parents did not welcome expert advice 

on guilt gifts.  This was in contrast to analysis of buying decisions, which has shown that 

parents were generally open to expert advice on these matters throughout the whole 

period.  Some of the major parental motives involved in gift-giving included: being 

indulgent of children’s desires for fun and joy, and their wishes to fit in and more fully 

engage with the consumer society; keeping up with the Joneses’ children or parents; and 

compensating in some way for all the time children spent at school, on homework, and in 

structured activities.  There were also, of course, simply parental impulses of 

generosity.  This generous feeling behind gift giving--at least prior to about 1990--also 

mirrored similar impulses behind the increase in allowance amounts. The intensifying 

impact of television probably enhanced potential gift-giving opportunities as well, for 

items appearing on TV programs and ads often suggested to parents and children alike 

that which they might like as a gift for an upcoming birthday, holiday, special event, or 

“just because”--the rise of the concept of the “anytime gift” would be a great topic for 
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future exploration.  All of this makes it all the more significant that parents finally 

managed to shift gears to some extent by the 1990s, reflecting the new mixture of 

practical constraints with wider concerns about excessive materialism.  
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Conclusion 

Significance of Research 

In conclusion, the most important outcomes, for my purposes, of the expansion in 

children’s consumerism across 1945-2000 were simply that children were exposed to 

greater levels of consumerism, and concomitantly, that mediating consumerism became 

an integral part of parenting by 2000 in a way which had not been foreseen in 1945, and 

represented a greater investment of attention as each decade passed.  Parenting was 

transformed by the way in which consumerism became the predominant worldview in the 

U.S. by the late twentieth century.596  The escalation in children’s consumerism resulted, 

by the end of the century, in more contentiousness (or, children were more likely to 

express contentious feelings openly) in parent-child relations and more tension in the 

parent-expert relationship.  In the parent-expert pairing, there were elements of 

ambivalence and ambiguity, as well as agreement and disagreement. 

Additionally, it is clear that declining parental satisfaction in the late twentieth 

century in the U.S. was partly the result of the expansion in children’s consumerism, and 

attempting to moderate that consumerism.  Many middle-class parents became receptive 

                                                 
596 This point has been made by historians such as Lizabeth Cohen and Gary 
Cross.  Cohen, Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass 
Consumption in Postwar America (New York, NY: Knopf, 2003).  Gary Cross, An All-
Consuming Century: Why Commercialism Won in Modern America (New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press, 2000). 
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to the gospel of disgruntled father Fred Gosman and his book Spoiled Rotten, who stated 

that they were, more than ever before, disenchanted with the task of parenting as a direct 

result of their children’s consumer demands.  These parents were also disillusioned with 

the scope and scale of children’s consumerism, and the extent of children’s immersion in 

consumer culture and popular culture.  This issue will be addressed further later in this 

conclusion. 

Impacts on Parents and Children 

 Summing up the main factors that motivated parents across 1945-2000 in their 

relationship with children’s consumerism, the most significant elements were: concerns 

for children’s apparent happiness; community pressures and “keeping up with the 

Joneses” and their children; feelings of parental guilt; an increase in the number of 

“anxious parents;” and the widely-shared apprehension that children get along with their 

peers and be accepted socially.  All of these factors increased in intensity as 1945-2000 

progressed, years in which there was an acceleration in the expansion of children’s 

consumerism. 

Why Children’s Consumerism Increased 

Regarding overarching issues of causality, it is necessary here, in retrospect, to 

briefly address major reasons why children’s consumerism increased in the period 1945-

2000 in the U.S.  As there were reductions in the birth rate of the white middle-class 

whom I study, there was in general more attention paid to the individual child: physically, 

emotionally, financially, and psychologically.   
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Additionally, what it took--from a material culture point of view--to be considered 

“middle class” escalated as 1945-2000 progressed, not just with large purchases like 

houses, cars, and televisions, but also with clothing, shoes, toys, and other consumer 

goods.  Over time, kids were more able--due to the appearance of more and cheaper 

goods often with more planned  

obsolescence than the previous generation of goods--to express their acquisitive nature 

(reasons for this apparent acquisitiveness were addressed in the Introduction), and this 

was less frowned-upon as the years passed.  Remember that the years 1945-2000 

witnessed essentially the death of any mainstream discourse (including religious 

discourse) against consumerism or children’s consumerism that could actually result in 

meaningful and lasting changes to parental behavior.   

The idea of anxious parents was inextricable from the acceleration in 

consumerism for children.  As my Peter Stearns has shown in his work on anxious 

parents, they were anxious both about their children, and about their performance as 

parents, mainly due to: anxieties for emotional and physical health which arose from 

rising perceptions of the vulnerable child; worries about increasing levels of children’s 

consumerism, and the related issue of children’s exposure to pop culture; and concerns 

about academic performance.  All three of these major trends were tied up with 

expanding children’s consumerism.  As 1945-2000 progressed, white middle-class 

children were increasingly likely to play alone and to play indoors; they were also 

increasingly apt to claim to adults that they were lonely or bored.  Parental misgivings 

about rising levels of children’s consumerism did not, oddly enough, result in many 
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middle-class parents actually cutting back on that consumerism, at least prior to about 

1990, but rather just resulted in increasingly anxious parents.   

Additionally, children’s consumerism was used as palliative for modernity and as 

compensation for more years of formal schooling, more hours spent in school, more 

homework, more regimented leisure time which was more likely to be planned and/or 

supervised by adults, and overall as 1945-2000 progressed, a much more controlled 

atmosphere in which children grew up. 

The consumerism at work behind purchases of expensive school supplies and 

children’s furniture, including children’s office furniture, was mostly linked to parental 

anxiety that children would not flourish in a white-collar, and later in the era, in a 

knowledge-based economy.  This consumerism could be explained by transitivity, in 

which shoppers believed or hoped that attributes associated with the products themselves 

would adhere to the person using the product.  Parents were increasingly aware they were 

preparing their children for a world whose shape the parents knew not and which seemed 

more unknowable than the future for which their parents had attempted to prepare them. 

As shown in the Gifts and Guilt chapter, children’s consumerism was also used to 

address feelings of parental guilt as parents perceived that they spent less time with their 

children and/or that they spent less emotionally-present, attentive, or “quality” time with 

their children. 

In addition, children’s consumerism was at times created by, provoked by, and 

simply intensified by the more sophisticated, more aggressive, more effective appeals of 

the advertising and marketing industry, and more intense targeting of the children’s 
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market--domains in which television played a major role.  These strategies were enabled 

across multiple platforms including, by 2000, television, movies, cell phones, and the 

Internet.  The advertising and marketing industry also made use of synergistic marketing 

tactics such as product tie-ins, product placement, celebrity endorsements, and licensed 

merchandising.  These tactics and ploys of the advertising and marketing industry were 

close to becoming omnipresent by 2000. 

Happiness and Consumerism 

The overall U.S. aspiration to happiness or appearing outwardly cheerful or 

happy, which intensified over the years from 1945-2000, contributed directly to the 

growth in children’s consumerism because consumerism was seen as an effective way for 

parents to deal with the increasingly vigorous demands of their children vis a vis 

happiness obligations.  Both the happiness imperative and its flip side--the idea that 

children’s claims of boredom or loneliness should not be tolerated--contributed to gains 

in children’s consumerism which as the era progressed became, as did consumerism 

generally, a self-reinforcing mechanism. 

 Across 1945-2000, the U.S. commitment to happiness--especially the increasing 

parental investment, over time, in extracting greater levels of perceived happiness from 

their children--was both reflective and constitutive of additional enlargements of 

consumer culture.  As parents used goods to address the happiness imperative, then more 

goods were needed to ensure the same level of happiness, then in the law of diminishing 

returns, more goods were needed to procure similar effects.  Children, aware of the 

happiness goal, increased their own demands, which generated interesting tensions, from 
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the phenomenon of the “gimmes,” to the prospect for larger allowances later in the 

period. 

Turning Points and a New Twist to Parenting 

The turning points of three chapters of the dissertation all grouped around the 

1980s-1990s reflect some subtle but significant shifts in parenting which were occurring 

among the middle-class.  Parenting by 1990 saw the rise of aspects of a different 

parenting style which combined newer elements of intensive or “hothouse” parenting 

with older aspects of traditional parenting such as a return to an emphasis on personal 

responsibility and to children ideally being more self-directed.  These trends in parenting 

were coincident with parents spending more “quality” time with their children in 1990-

2000 than at any previous decade across 1950-2000; with increasing numbers of parents 

stating that they were self-consciously preparing their children for entry into a 

knowledge-based economy as adults; and with more parents working more hours each 

week, and spending more time commuting each week, than at any previous decade in this 

study.597 

Conclusion on the Complex Role of Experts 

Expert recommendations figure prominently in this dissertation.  Parents, of 

course, adopted a variety of responses to expert opinion.  Parental responses fell into 

certain patterns.  Across 1945-2000 expert advice could be adopted wholesale, 

                                                 
597 See, for example, Donna St. George, “Despite ‘Mommy Guilt,’ Time with Kids 
Increasing,” Washington Post (20 March 2007), 1.  Accessed via 
<http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2007/03/19/AR2007031901972_3.html> On 10 January 2016. 
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appropriated and transformed to apply to the individual family, rejected, dismissed, or 

partially implemented by parents who were weary, cautious, or ineffectual. 

From 1945-2000, each new generation of parents continued to buy magazines, 

newspapers, and other media formats which presented expert advice--even as most 

parents did not intend to follow it very closely in certain realms (these realms included 

expert advice on guilt and gifts, as well as expert recommendations to limit children’s 

exposure to TV programs and ads), or did intend to follow it but failed in the execution 

(such as expert advice on teaching children to make wise purchases or buying 

decisions).  Experts spent a great deal of time and energy either disagreeing with each 

other, or disagreeing with parents, and rarely offering a unified body of advice, and often 

not offering advice that was particularly useful, and yet the popularity of their work--at 

least as measured by sales--persisted. 

Also, it was true that for much of the period under review, experts defined their 

advice in contradistinction to the behaviors of parents--experts represented their views as 

more informed, and more objective than parents’ opinions.  In fact it was not correct to 

say that the parents were necessarily less logical or rational, but rather that they were 

operating from different philosophical bases and foundational assumptions, with different 

goals.  The parent’s primary goal in many instances in the project of parenting was to 

keep the child happy, whereas the expert’s primary goal was informed by his discipline 

and the subject matter of the advice.  For instance, a family psychologist writing about 

clutter might write that an overflowing toy chest could be an example of visual clutter 

which was stressful for the child, whereas a financial adviser would focus on the fact that 
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a surplus of toys did not represent wise spending, and a typical parent would concentrate 

instead on the idea that, at the time, when each toy was purchased, it made his or her 

child happy.  Despite their disparities, the major success of expert outlets such as Parents 

magazine showed that many parents, unsure in their consumer role, wanted some 

benchmark against which to measure their parenting, even if the benchmark was 

observed inconsistently.  

Interactions Among Parents, Children, and Experts 

The dissertation, taken as a whole, points to key conclusions about parents, and 

subsidiary conclusions about children and experts.  As 1945-2000 unfolded, the 

imperative to guide, regulate, and facilitate children’s consumerism became a major part 

of the parenting project, thus forever changing the historical task of raising children.   

As a subsidiary conclusion, the dissertation finds that on the matter of children, 

they selectively engaged with their parents’ advice, and generally completely ignored 

expert opinion.  Unlike many parents and experts, most middle-class children across 

1945-2000 overwhelmingly viewed the expansion of the consumer society and the 

acceleration in children’s consumerism as positive historical developments, especially the 

way in which television and other media, such as movies, were implicated in this 

escalation in consumerism. 

As another linked point, the dissertation concludes, regarding experts, that 

parental consumption of expert advice increased as 1945-2000 unfolded, even as parents 

did not successfully implement expert recommendations in many realms of their 

parenting.   
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On Declining Parental Satisfaction 

Returning to our primary focus on parents, and taking into account the arguments 

of Peter Stearns’ works such as Anxious Parents and Satisfaction not Guaranteed,598 it is 

true that parents grew increasingly anxious as 1945-2000 unfolded.  It is also true that 

parents were increasingly less satisfied with their roles as the era progressed,599 and so 

these jumpy, worried, unsatisfied parents were easy targets for experts who seemed to 

offer viable, straightforward-sounding solutions to complex, thorny problems of 

parenting in the consumer age. 

By the eve of the 21st century, at least in some middle-class families, as children 

became more “spoiled”600 and “emotionally priceless” yet “economically useless,”601 as 

well as more “helpless” from the point of view of assisting with housework and other 

duties, parents became more anxious.  Of course, this anxiety stemmed from a multitude 

                                                 
598 Peter Stearns, Anxious Parents: A History of Modern Childrearing in America (New 
York: New York University Press, 2003).  Peter Stearns, Satisfaction Not Guaranteed: 
Dilemmas of Progress in Modern Society (New York, NY: New York University Press, 
2012). 
599 Joseph Veroff, Elizabeth Douvan, and Richard A. Kulka, The Inner American: A Self-
Portrait from 1957 to 1976 (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1981).  Joseph Veroff and 
Sheila Feld, Marriage and Work in America (New York, NY: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 
1970).  Veroff and his team conducted studies of American parents’ “attitudinal 
temperatures” in 1957 and again in 1976, during which time they saw a dramatic 
decrease in overall positive responses-- among single mothers and among married 
parents--to survey questions asked regarding parenting and life satisfaction.  Peter 
Stearns, Anxious Parents: A History of Modern Childrearing in America (New York, 
NY: New York University Press, 2003), 224. 
600 My use of the term, mostly in light of 1990s populist parenting crusader Fred 
Gosman’s best-selling book.  Fred Gosman, Spoiled Rotten: American Children and How 
to Change Them (Milwaukee, WI: Bashford and O’Neill, 1990). 
601 Both phrases drawn from the work of Viviana Zelizer.  Viviana Zelizer, Pricing the 
Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children (New York: Basic Books, 1985; 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994).  
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of factors including parental concerns about children’s vulnerability and physical and 

emotional health, and about schooling and preparing children for the future job market: 

but rising tensions over consumerism and children’s engagement with the consumer 

society played a key role.  For the first time in American history, in about the 1980s-

1990s, adults who were not parents generally reported greater levels of life satisfaction 

than adults who were parents.602  The expansion in children’s consumerism, and growing 

criticism from the wider society of children’s apparent materialism, directly affected self-

reported satisfaction and happiness of parents by the 1980s-1990s. 

Pulling it all Together 

The dissertation has focused on the increasing parental role as 1945-2000 

unfolded, in monitoring and influencing children’s consumerism, in teaching children 

about wise consumerism, in shaping children’s responses to consumerism, and, generally, 

in reacting to children’s consumerism and its greater breadth and depth.  The dissertation 

has argued primarily that in a consumer age, with rapidly escalating children’s 

consumerism, parental reactions to these accelerations in children’s consumerism became 

a major part of the parenting project in a way in which they had not been in the first half 

of the twentieth century.  This was not, historically speaking, necessarily a foregone 

conclusion, as other factors and individuals--such as peers, schools, churches, and 

experts--could have been adopted as the primary teacher about consumerism, or the 

                                                 
602 Jennifer Senior, All Joy and No Fun: The Paradox of Modern Parenthood (New York, 
NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 2014), 4-5.  Senior wrote: “Parents are no happier than 
non-parents, and in certain cases are considerably less happy.”(4) 
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single-most influential factor in shaping children’s reactions to consumerism, rather than 

parents. 

At times in the parenting project in a consumer age, parents seemed ambivalent 

(for example, on gifts and guilt), illogical (as in allowing allowance amounts to increase 

even as the number of chores completed plummeted), and unable or unwilling to carry 

through on what they professed to believe (for instance, they claimed they wanted to limit 

TV time, but they rarely did).  Yet in other instances, parents seemed surer of their 

beliefs, and took very certain approaches to some aspects of children’s consumerism, 

such as trying to teach children to make wise purchases (as in the text on buying 

decisions). 

As 1945-2000 unfolded, parents’ views transformed from seeing their children as 

potentially both producers and consumers to viewing them almost solely as potential 

consumers.  There was an undercurrent running through mainstream parenting 

approaches toward the end of the twentieth century to train children to be future citizen-

consumers, as the U.S. completed its transition from a producer-based to a consumer- and 

services-based economy. 

It was true of the parenting project in the consumer age of 1945-2000 that the best 

intentions of parents did not ensure the desired outcome.  Many parents in most cases 

always wanted what was best for their children, even as the idea of what was “best” was 

in fact a constantly shifting target, and yet this dissertation has shown that most well-

meaning parenting in light of rising children’s consumerism met with mixed results. 
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For instance, in Buying Decisions, parents spent most of the period attempting to 

teach children about wise purchasing choices, yet we do not have any firm data proving 

that children who grew to be adults who were wise with money were children who had 

the most instruction on financial matters from their parents, or the most practice with 

money, or that parenting choices more clearly affected children’s spending habits than 

other factors such as personality, temperament, location within the middle-class structure, 

birth order, or the state of the economy as the child grew.  For Television, parents of the 

1980s and 1990s exerted efforts to make their children discerning consumers of TV fare, 

yet they were not terribly successful in accomplishing this goal.  For matters of 

Allowances, parents of the 1980s and 1990s issued allowances almost entirely to bring 

about opportunities for children to engage with consumer culture, although it was 

ultimately unclear whether children who were issued allowances grew to have a more 

informed approach to consumerism than the dwindling number of children who were not 

given allowances growing up. 

Much of the history of contemporary parenting thus consisted of gains in some 

areas, and losses in others.  Of all things, at least, one can be sure that the expansion in 

children’s consumerism across 1945-2000 transformed the project of parenting in the 

modern age, and added to the overt or apparent contentiousness of relations within the 

parent-child pairing,603 as well as to the tensions inherent to the role of the parent, as he 

                                                 
603 For some primary sources, there was a clear increase in the contentiousness of the 
child-parent relationship as 1945-2000 progressed, as a direct result of the expansion of 
the consumer society and particularly of children’s consumerism.  In other primary 
sources, it is more precise to state that there was an increase in children feeling justified 
in expressing their contentiousness, and an increase in the number of children who were 
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or she struggled in guiding children to learn to navigate the landscape of contemporary 

consumerism and the consumer society. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
not reticent to express this contentiousness openly.  The advertising and marketing 
industry regarded this as children finding their “voice” and asserting their agency and 
autonomy as independent consumers.  However, many parents viewed this development 
more skeptically, as children becoming more openly assertive, and even argumentative, 
as regards their consumer desires. 



363 
 

Appendix A, Chapter 2: Television 

Television Viewing Numbers and Figures  

In order to interpret claims about the centrality of television--and of guiding, 

regulating, and limiting exposure to television programming and advertising--to the 

project of parenting in a consumer age, it is helpful to have a sense of just how much 

television programs and ads children watched in 1950-2000.  The acceleration in 

television viewing of programming and ads by children has, of course, been noted for 

some time by other historians.  So while the parameters of viewing are well-known by 

now, these data are related here, as they are essential in forming a foundation of 

knowledge upon which I can build as I address my main topic and argue for my primary 

thesis of a turning point from passive to active parents beginning in the 1980s.  Selected 

data are recounted here in order to remind the reader of the sheer volume of increase in 

television viewing, and in programs and ads aimed at children, and therefore the 

increasing cultural power of television, and the concomitant increased pressures on 

buying decisions, and magnified challenges for parents coping with childrearing in a 

consumer age. 

In addressing cultural pressures on buying decisions, the two single-most 

important developments in the second half of the twentieth century affecting buying 

decisions were changes within advertising and marketing practices, and, most 
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importantly, the introduction and proliferation of television as a tool for selling.  The 

advertising and marketing industry became increasingly more sophisticated, and its 

influence seemingly inescapable, as the U.S. emerged from WWII as the sole global 

economic superpower and then as 1945 to 2000 unfolded.  Television represented an 

important arsenal for the advertising and marketing industry, primarily due to the rise of 

television advertisements from 1950 onward, sponsored content, infomercials, program-

length commercials aimed at the children’s market, product tie-ins and licensed products, 

television-based home-shopping networks,604 and the practice of product 

placement.  Television clearly represented the major historical development in the 

expansion in advertising and marketing in the U.S. from 1950-2000, in its scope, scale, 

and reach, and in its profitability: quite consistently turning ads into increased sales 

revenues.  

Beginning in 1946, the New York Times stated that nationwide, the new medium 

of television was simply a “novelty,” whereas in six short years, by 1952, the paper 

reported that television had become a “habit for 50,000,000 people,” many of whom were 

children.  This increase in viewing hours supported a proliferation in the number of 

commercials watched.605   

Children’s initial reactions to the new medium were overwhelmingly positive, and 

their almost instant devotion to the new medium may have set them up to eventually 

come into conflict with their parents as they attempted to chart a moderate course through 

                                                 
604 HSN, the “Home Shopping Network,” was launched in 1982; QVC, for “Quality, 
Value, Convenience,” was founded in 1986. 
605 Jack Gould, “TV at the Crossroads: A Critic’s Survey,” New York Times (9 March 
1952), SM12. 
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the rough waters of parenting in a consumer age--and particularly, as parents tried to 

teach children to make wise buying decisions.  A sample of children’s early impressions 

of television can be gleaned from interviews conducted in residential television’s first 

decade by Florence Brumbaugh.  In 1950 Brumbaugh, then-director of the Hunter 

College Elementary School in New York City, asked 375 children between the ages of 7 

and 11 their views on television.  Elementary-schooler Marc summed up his reasons for 

liking television matter-of-factly: “It gives you stories like a book, pictures like movies, 

voices like radio, and adventure like a comic.  Television has action while you stay in one 

spot.”  Robert Lewis Shayon of the Christian Science Monitor added, also in 1950, “To a 

child, television is freedom.”606  Views of children interviewed by the same paper back 

up his assertion.  

Even in the first decade of use in residential areas, television proved to be a big 

hit with children, and children spent over a dozen hours a week watching the medium, 

even as they continued to tune in to radio shows, as the changeover from radio to 

television was not yet complete.  In 1953 the average child under 18 spent 14 hours a 

week viewing TV, according to a survey completed by the United Parents Associations of 

500 parents in the New York metropolitan area.607  Even in 1954 children still listened to 

some radio programs, as noted by a study stating that the average child aged 4-15 

                                                 
606 Robert Lewis Shayon, “Children Give Hours Daily to Video, but Emotional Hunger 
Hangs On…,” Christian Science Monitor (31 August 1950), 10.  
607 “Parents Still Wary of TV For Children,” New York Times (28 November 1953), 18. 
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watched 13 hours a week of television and listened to the radio a maximum of 2 hours a 

week.608 

A Stanford University survey of 1961 found after studying the habits of 6,000 

children, 2,000 parents, and 300 teachers in 10 representative communities across the 

U.S., that the average child in the U.S. from age 3-16 spent more time on TV than on 

anything other than sleep and play.  The survey stated, “It has been reasonably 

established that television takes up a sixth of a child’s time--as much time as he devotes 

to school.”609  Experts Frances L. Ilg, M.D., and Louise Bates Ames, Ph.D., stated in 

1962 that for young children, it was suggested that something less than an hour a day “of 

inactive sitting (not consecutive) should be enough,” as regards television-viewing 

time.610  A 1964 survey by the New York Times showed that most parents tended to 

underestimate how many hours of television a day their children were watching, and that 

viewing time in the New York metropolitan area varied from 30 minutes a day to 6 hours 

a day for children (those people under 18).611  

By 1970 researchers stated that children had watched an average of 15,000 hours 

of TV by the time they finished high school--compared with 11,000 hours total spent in 

                                                 
608 UPI, “Parents Sound Off on What Their Children Watch on TV,” Boston Globe (25 
April 1954), C71. 
609 Hugh Russell Fraser, “It’s Time to Revolt Against TV,” Los Angeles Times (15 June 
1961), B5. 
610 Frances L. Ilg, M.D., and Louise Bates Ames, Ph.D., “Parents Ask: Television Effect 
Reconsidered,” Baltimore Sun (9 October 1962), 16. 
611 Joan Cook, “Effect of TV on Children is Weighed,” New York Times (29 October 
1964), 31. 
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classrooms.612  The Wall Street Journal reported in 1970: “Kids are hit more often with 

TV commercials than adult viewers.  The National Association of Broadcasters code 

permits 16 minutes of commercials per program hour on children’s shows versus only 

eight minutes during prime time adult shows.”  By 1973, journalists reported that “A 

moderate TV-watching child sees over 1,000 hours of TV and over 22,000 commercials 

in a year.  A child will see almost 220 minutes of commercials alone in a single 

week.”613  In 1974, one commentator presented the following, slightly alarming statistic: 

“We are talking about a medium which preoccupies the moderate-watching child one 

thousand hours a year.”614  By 1977 the average preschooler was tuned in for 23.5 hours a 

week.  The average teenager had watched 15,000 hours total.615  “In 1977, the average 

child from age 2 through 11 watched 3 hours and 40 minutes of television a day, and saw 

20,000 commercials during the year.”616 

By 1978, news media reported, “before the average child attends kindergarten, he 

will have spent enough time watching television to have earned a baccalaureate degree in 

college [...] By the time he graduates from high school, he will have spent 15,000 hours 

                                                 
612 Liz Roman Gallese, Television Ads Aimed at Children Stir Ire of Parents, Critics: 
Group Asks for Ban on Sales Spiels During Youngsters’ Shows; CBS Says It Needs the 
Cash,” Wall Street Journal (22 October 1970), 1. 
613 Jerry T. Baulch, “Children’s TV Controversy Rages On,” Baltimore Sun (10 May 
1973), B8. 
614 Tom Shales, “Children’s TV: Breaking the Snare: Off-Screen Showdown: Battling 
Over Children's TV,” Washington Post (19 May 1974), M3. 
615 Ellen Goodman, “It’s Up to Parents to Disturb the Peace and Turn Off TV,” Baltimore 
Sun (25 February 1977), A19. 
616 George Will, “‘Foolish Parents May Be Hazardous to Kids’ Health, Washington Post 
(9 March 1978), A23. 
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before the television set, as opposed to 11,000 hours in class.”617  Also in the 1970s, 

reporters discovered that “Commercials aimed at children bring in nearly $600 million a 

year and help sell billions of dollars’ worth of goods.”618  Richard Zoglin, a freelance 

writer who specialized in reporting on television, stated in the New York Times in 1978, 

“The average American child sees something like 25,000 commercials a year, and an 

estimated $400 million is spent annually on TV advertising directed at him.”619   

In 1980 the Nielsen Company estimated that average viewing figures were close 

to 33 hours per week for ages 2 to 5, 29 hours for ages 6 to 11, and 24 hours for ages 12 

through 17.620  Also in 1980, a journalist discovered that for every hour a child sat in 

front of the television, he was exposed to 18 commercials.621  By 1980 the average 

American child watched 25 to 30 hours of TV a week, and five hours of that time per 

week was taken up by commercials.  By the time the average child graduated from high 

school, he had spent 15,000 hours in front of the TV screen--compared to 11,000 hours in 

school--and had seen 350,000 commercials.  As an adult, at age 65, he would have spent 

ten years of his life sitting in front of the television.622  This statistic was worrying for 

many experts and commentators, and while it may also have been cause for concern 

                                                 
617 Lorraine Bennett, “The Child Control: Parents Told to Monitor TV,” Los Angeles 
Times (14 August 1978), I8. 
618 Walter Goodman, “The Editorial Notebook: The Children’s Hours,” New York Times 
(14 March 1978), 34. 
619 Richard Zoglin, “The Coming Battle Over TV Ads for Kids,” New York Times (1 
January 1978), D1. 
620 Marcia Cohen, “How Do Prominent Parents Govern Their Children's TV Habits?,” 
New York Times (30 March 1980), D37. 
621 Jeanne Garland, “Maybe TV Understands Kids Too Well,” Baltimore Sun (7 
December 1980), HW1, HW4, HW5. 
622 Jeanne Garland, “Maybe TV Understands Kids Too Well,” Baltimore Sun (7 
December 1980), HW4. 
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among many parents, as well, parents in fact spent the first few decades of the television 

age in a rather passive stance toward the new medium, as related in the chapter. 

In 1981 according to Nielsen, the average teenager watched a little more than 3 

hours a day, the average child between 2 and 11 watched for 3.5-4 hours a day.623  By 

1984 children between 6 and 11 watched an average of 27 hours a week, or about 1,400 

hours a year.  Children 2 to 5 watched 31 hours and 40 minutes of TV a week, or 1,648 

hours a year.624  By 1987 numbers showed that television occupied the average child 

under 18 for 24 hours per week.625  Compared to the 1984 numbers cited above of 27 

hours a week, this would be an apparent anomaly in the statistics--yet, what the 

researcher had done with the numbers for 1987 was he had averaged together the viewing 

times for young children, which were slightly higher, with the viewing times for 

teenagers, which were slightly lower, as most teens had access to a car or a friend with a 

car and therefore could quite easily access other leisure time activities than just 

television-watching.  

By 1990 advertising on shows aimed at children was 12 minutes per hour on 

weekends and up to 14 minutes an hour on weekdays--versus an average of less than 

eight minutes per hour for regular prime-time programming aimed at adults.626  In 1991 

children averaged almost 4 hours of TV viewing per day; 627 that meant 30,000-40,000 

                                                 
623 Elin McCoy, “Limiting Children’s TV Habits,” New York Times (30 July 1981), C1. 
624 Joan Hanauer (UPI), “Study Sees Glimmer of Hope for Children's TV,” Los Angeles 
Times (19 November 1984), 9. 
625 Don Oldenburg, “TV or No TV, What is the Answer?,” Washington Post (3 
November 1987), D5. 
626 “Help for Children’s TV,” Christian Science Monitor (22 October 1990), 20. 
627 Rick Kogan, “Minding Kids’ TV,” Chicago Tribune (3 January 1991), B1. 
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commercials per year.628  By 1992 the average child watched 22,000 hours of television 

total before graduating from high school--twice the amount of time total spent in the 

classroom (11,000 hours) across that same period.629  By 1993 children watched an 

average of 28 hours a week and teenagers watched 23 hours a week.630 

So, it was clear that from 1950-2000, all statistics regarding television 

skyrocketed.  The number of television sets, programs watched, commercials viewed per 

week, and the extent to which television increasingly replaced other activities all 

increased.  It became seemingly impossible to insulate or protect the family from market 

forces linked to television over time, and from these newer, more insistent pressures on 

buying decisions presented by the medium of programs, sponsored television, and 

advertisements.  Clearly, the rapidly escalating numbers spoke to greater and greater 

pressures being placed on matters of buying decisions by the influence of television as 

each decade passed. 

All of these developments raised vital issues for parents, but their response for the 

first three decades of the television age was largely passive, compared to their reactions 

in some familiar consumer domains, such as buying decisions.  Scorning expert advice, 

parents were quite consistent in their nonchalance toward television in the 1950s-

1970s.  Interviews with parents, for example, rather poignantly noted that: dad “relaxes in 

                                                 
628 Rick Kogan, “Minding Kids’ TV,” Chicago Tribune (3 January 1991), B2. 
629 Don Oldenburg, “Children: Boob Tube Brain Drain?,” Washington Post (12 October 
1992), D5. 
630 Judy Mann, “Tuning In By Turning Off,” Washington Post (1 September 1993), C24. 
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front of the TV with a drink because he is tired from work”631 and mom states that she 

was often fixing dinner and therefore did not supervise the TV selections whatsoever as 

she was only “human after all.”632  After the first three decades of the television age, 

however, mainstream middle-class parents transitioned from a generally passive stance 

toward their children’s television viewing and concomitant consumerism, to a much more 

active approach to television and its associated effects on children’s consumerism. 

 

                                                 
631 Joan Cook, “Effect of TV on Children is Weighed,” New York Times (29 October 
1964), 31. 
632 Joan Cook, 31. 
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Appendix B, Chapter 3: Allowances 

Sample Allowance Amounts, 1945-2000 
 

All figures in this section have been converted to 2016 Dollars. 

This Appendix B is the basis for all of the figures on Allowances in Appendix C. 

Sample Amounts and What An Allowance Was Expected to Cover, 1945-2000 

Concerning actual allowance amounts, in order to understand the claims of this 

chapter in the proper context, it is imperative to include here representative allowance 

amounts nationwide from the years 1945-2000.  Howard Gossage was a kid in 1945; 

when interviewed in 1965 about the allowance he gave to his son, he stated that his kids 

constantly complained “‘about the other kids getting fabulous sums each week, but I turn 

a deaf ear and tell them fascinating stories about how grateful I was when I was their age 

to get a nickel a week.’”633  

A sample chart for the average middle-class family in 1946 was as follows: 6 

years: 2 cents a day; 7 years: 2 cents a day; 8 years: 20 cents a week; 9 years: 20 cents a 

week; 10 years: 25 cents a week; 11 years: 30 cents a week; 12 years: 35 cents a week; 

8th grade: 40 cents a week; 9th grade: 50 cents a week; 10th grade: $3 a month (60 cents 

a week); 11th grade: $9 for 3 months (60 cents a week);634 12th grade: $27 for 9 months 

                                                 
633 Staff Writer, “Kids as Capitalists: Youngsters’ Allowances Grow Fatter, Reflecting 
the Nation’s Prosperity,” Wall Street Journal (14 May 1965): 14. 
634 C. G. Moser, “Making the Most of the Money They Have,” Parents (April 1946): 99. 
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(60 cents a week).  Keep in mind that in 1945-1946, the average cost for a movie ticket 

nationwide was about $0.27.635 

In 1949, a Chicago Tribune columnist reported that a young boy she knew was 

allowed 75 cents a week for pocket money, but that 50-60 cents a week went toward the 

cab rides he took to and from school, and to pay for an occasional phone call.636  

Writer on economic matters Thomas Tilling, who was 12 in the 1950s, wrote that 

he did not remember having an allowance until the age of 12, and that it was about 50 

cents a week.  He admitted, though, “..50 cents bought a lot of penny candy and nickel 

bars back in the fifties.  Bus fare was 5 cents.  The Saturday matinee was 25 cents,” and 

“At today’s prices [the 1980s], $5 really doesn't take kid any further” than his 50 cents a 

week took him back in the 1950s.637 

The family across the street from writer Miriam Borgenicht paid in 1950 the 

following amounts to their children for chore completion: ten cents per bed for making 

beds, a nickel each night for washing dishes, and three cents each night for drying dishes 

(about $1.26 a week).638 

In a Gallup Poll from 1951, about 28 percent of adults felt that $1 a week was 

sufficient for an allowance, and about 20 percent felt that 50 cents a week would do.  The 

Poll shows how parental attitudes toward children’s consumerism were beginning to 

change in the years after the end of WWII, in which the expansion in children’s 

                                                 
635 Elizabeth Woodward, “Column for Teens: How Much Do You Cost?” Boston Globe 
(13 November 1945): 14. 
636 Gladys Huntington Bevans, “An Allowance Teaches Child Money Values,” Chicago 
Tribune (18 August 1949): NA8. 
637 Thomas Tilling, “Children & Money,” Parents (November 1982): 44. 
638 Miriam Borgenicht, “Try a Whole Family Budget,” Parents (February 1950): 31. 
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consumerism really started to take off, as 8 out of 10 adults polled stated that they felt a 

child should have an allowance, but fewer than 3 in 10 had received an allowance when 

he or she was a child.639 

 Middle-class mother and former teacher Elenore [sic] T. Pounds wrote in Parents 

magazine in 1952 that she put her four-year-old daughter Meredith on an initial 

allowance of 25 cents per week.640  As late as the 1940s-1960s, we see instances in the 

historical record of parents thinking that children should voluntarily contribute a small 

portion of their allowance to needs and wants which benefit the whole family; however, 

by the 1970s and especially the 1980s and 1990s, there are very few if any examples of 

this.  In 1953, father of two James Weinland wrote in Parents magazine that a child 

should now and then freely offer nice things to his family: he should, for example: 

“contribute a little of his own allowance toward a family picnic.”641 

 Writing in 1953 for Parents, Naomi L. Engelsman shared the sample family 

budget of the Hollistons, who participated in a study conducted by the Women’s Division 

of the Institute of Life Insurance.  The Hollistons were a family of four consisting of a 

mother, a father, and two children, “Eddie” and “Sis.”  The Hollistons reported a weekly 

total income, after taxes, of $77.27, and Parents reported that a survey showed that a 

large proportion of readers had a higher household income than the Hollistons.  Of this 

                                                 
639 George Gallup, American Institute of Public Opinion, “The Gallup Poll: Give the 
Small Fry Allowances, But for Chores Done, Say Elders,” Washington Post (29 
September 1951): B3. 
640 Elenore [sic] T. Pounds, “Teaching a Child the Value of Money,” Parents (January 
1952): 83. 
641 James Weinland, “Six Business-Like Rules for Good Discipline,” Parents (July 
1953): 46. 
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weekly income, the Holliston family budgeted 15 cents a week plus $1.10 a week when 

school was in session, for Eddie, and 15 cents a week, plus 10 cents a week when school 

was in session, for Sis--this was presumably because Eddie paid bus-fare to get to his 

school, and paid for his school lunches from his allowance amount, yet Sis was older and 

earned babysitting money to supplement her allowance.642 

Some parents were penny-pinchers in the 1950s even as they admitted that they 

knew that their child’s allowance could not purchase much compared to what they had 

bought as a kid.  Parent Marcia Winn revealed in 1954 that she refused to increase her 

children’s allowances above 25 cents a week, even though she knew that inflation had 

taken its toll in the years since she was young and that what she had called “penny 

suckers” now were sold two for a nickel, and “a nickel ice cream cone” now costs 15 

cents.643  Mrs. Winn was not in the camp of middle-class parents who felt that allowances 

were a necessity, stating: “‘Allowances are fine if you can afford them.  If not, they are 

foolish.’”644 

 Four teen girls interviewed in 1955 felt that an allowance of $1.50-$2 a week was 

sufficient, and their four mothers agreed.645 

 Teens wrote in to the Chicago Tribune in 1958 with their impressions of how far 

a $9/week allowance for boys, and a $5/week allowance for girls (presumably because 

                                                 
642 Naomi L. Engelsman, “At Last...A Family Budget That Really Works!,” Parents 
(September 1953): 54. 
643 Marcia Winn, “Children’s Allowances Are Grants, Not Wages,” Chicago Tribune (28 
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645 Ann Frank, “Teen-Agers and Their Problems: Girls and Mothers Discuss Five Major 
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girls did not pay for dates and most other leisure activities in the 1950s) would go.  Their 

views are revealing of the different purposes that different kids had for an allowance, as 

well as what typical kids were most likely to spend their money on in the 1950s.  A.H., 

age 17, said, “‘The $9 is swell if you limit yourself to one movie date a week with no 

more than a hamburger and a milkshake for you’” afterwards.  R.T., 15, stated, “‘$9 is 

plenty for me [...]’” but this is only because “‘I don't pay for lunches or bus fare [with 

allowance funds].’”  F.L., aged 16 years old, stated, “‘I think $9 isn’t enough’” because 

he bought lunches and car fare from his allowance.  G.H., 15, thought $9 is “‘more than 

enough’” unless it needed to cover lunches, bus fares, and dates--in which case, “‘I may 

as well forget about girls until I'm old enough to work!’”  T.O., 17, said that he worked 

every day after school and so he had more than $9/week total in spending money, but “‘I 

don't care what anybody says, $9 sounds like a lot until you start spending.’”646 

The student named T.O. added, “‘Lunches, bus fare, and occasional Cokes are 

more than $5, which leaves less than $4 for anything else.’”  D.S., 17, wrote perceptively 

that “‘$9 average is O.K. [for most high-schoolers]’” but “It depends on the age of the 

individual and what the money is used for.’”  For instance, he shared that when he was a 

freshman, his parents would pay for his meals at restaurants every time, but now he was 

almost 18 years old: “‘I have to pay my own way.  I guess my dad is a little embarrassed 

about treating now.  I’m almost as big as he is, and I guess I eat more, too.’”  I.K. noted 

that for the type of girls he likes, $9/week would not be enough to take them out on nice 

dates and “‘the girls would probably think I'm a kid if I didn't take them out the way they 
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like to be taken out.’”  For the type of girls he was known to have pursued, “‘one date 

may cost more than’” $9.  I.K. resolved the issue by getting a job; he noted that his 

grades suffered but that “‘I felt I had to grow up socially and financially.  Besides, I like 

to eat well myself.’”647 

As for the girls in 1958, K.J., 16, said that of her $5/week, “‘Naturally, I'd like 

more [...] my clothes closet [..] is half empty,’” but then she reprimanded herself, saying, 

“‘I really should not complain.  I guess I'll just get a part time job instead.’”  D.F., 14, 

said that $5 a week is not too bad as long as she did not want to see a movie, but if she 

wanted to start seeing movies, she needed to get either a job or a boyfriend--of which she 

stated candidly, “‘I prefer a boyfriend!’”  T.Y., 15, continued on a similar thread, stating 

that although she was “‘grateful’” for the $5/week, it was also “‘frustrating’” because 

most of her girlfriends worked and therefore had more spending money than she had, yet 

her parents have stated that she was not allowed to babysit because it kept her up too late, 

and she was not allowed to get a part-time job because her parents felt it would interfere 

with schoolwork and chores.  She stated that she would have liked to keep up with the 

spending habits of her friends, but “‘try as I do to budget my allowance, I never quite 

make it.’”648 

Reminiscent of male student I.K., also from 1958, was female student G.L., 17, 

when she stated that for the types of dates she went on, the suggested allowance amount 

would not be enough.  Some of the boys she dates were older than she was, and so “she 
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felt: ‘I have to dress well.’”  She stated that “‘my folks buy the basics, but I'd like to look 

fashionable’”  G.L. shared that ‘“simple things like matching shoes and a bag cost more 

than the allowance I get.’”  Lastly, female student H.B., 15, was more of a no-frills 

person compared with girls like G.L., and she felt that $5 was enough: “‘I do fine on $5 a 

week.  Of course I prepare my own lunch, walk almost a mile to and from school, and do 

lots of babysitting.’”649  Out of interest, the total spending power of teenagers in 1958 

came to $9 billion--of that, 35 percent consisted of money earned from jobs, and the rest 

of money from allowances, with a bit of gift money as well, and this was a time when 75 

percent of America’s teenagers were receiving regular allowances.650 

Furthermore regarding 1958, the parents and children interviewed by the Chicago 

Tribune that year had clear opinions on what an allowance was expected to cover in most 

families.  Those interviewed identified the purpose of the allowance, for children aged 

13-18, as being able to cover purchases such as: records, snacks, special clothing, date 

expenses, cosmetics and costume jewelry, sports fees, supplies for hobbies, books, 

magazine, and movie tickets.  They also felt it was common for teens to use their 

allowances to purchase: sports equipment and to pay for repairs, fad accessories, haircuts, 

contributions to charity, gifts, carfare, lunches, and school trips.651  

A Purdue Opinion Panel poll of thousands of teenagers reported in 1960 the 

following allowance amounts.  Only half of the high-schoolers polled received an 
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allowance.  Of those, 17 percent received less than $2/week; 19 percent got $2-

$4.99/week; 7 percent got $5 to $9.99/week; and 3 percent got $10/week or more.  The 

Chicago Tribune reported that the differences in amount were due less to the financial 

status of the families, and more to what the allowance covered, with the higher 

allowances meant to cover lunches and bus fare, plus consumer goods and leisure, and 

the smaller allowances meant to cover only consumer goods and entertainment.652  The 

Boston Globe reported in 1960 that in a representative family who lived near Dayton, 

Ohio, they gave their son Dale, aged 15, and their daughter Kristine, aged 13, $5/week 

each for their allowance.  The journalist stated that these parents, Mr. and Mrs. Elvin 

Browne, were typical of most middle-class parents nationwide in their concerns about the 

allowance, “‘We don't want to deprive our kids, but we don't want to overindulge them, 

either.’”  They confided that they worried they were not giving the right amount, 

revealing: “‘We just aren't sure what’s right’” as far as allowance amounts are 

concerned.653 

 Sample amounts for an average middle-class family in 1964 were as follows: ten 

cents a week for a first grader (age 6), and three dollars a week for a high-school student 

(say age 16)--these figures did not include money for lunches, which was provided by the 

parents as a separate disbursement.654  Just out of interest, leather school shoes (saddle 
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shoes) cost $5.99 a pair before tax in the mid-1960s,655 and a box of 16 crayons cost 29 

cents before tax.656  A father interviewed by the New York Times in 1964 felt that his 

three sons received adequate allowances.  His 8-year-old got 25 cents a week, his 11-

year-old got 50 cents a week, and his 13-year-old got 65 cents a week.657  Sixteen-year-

old Diane Hayes, who lived outside Dallas, Texas, in 1965 received $3 a week for her 

allowance, although her dad always paid for gas for her 1962 Chevrolet.658  That same 

year, Buddy Parker, head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers football team, stated that he 

gave his seventeen-year-old son, Bob, an allowance of $5 a week as it “‘teaches him the 

value of money because he has to learn to budget it’” in a way which he did not have to 

when he used to simply ask for money as the need arose.659  In fact, allowance amounts 

varied greatly across the country, and depending on the age of the child, on the family, 

and on what the allowance was expected to cover.  The Wall Street Journal stated in 

1965 that an average teenager might get $5 a week but be expected to pay for school 

lunches and bus fare, or might receive $2 a week and not be expected to cover those costs 

with his allowance.660 
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 Melissa Parker was a high-school sophomore (age 15) in 1966, and she received 

an allowance of $5 a week, $1.50 of which went toward lunches, and $1 of which went 

for bus fare, which left $2.50 a week for discretionary purchases such as the new tennis 

racket she desired, as well as school supplies, club dues and activity fees, and 

accessories.  Her mother did not expect her to purchase clothing with her allowance, 

though.661  Keep in mind that the average cost of prom in 1966 was about $70 (in 1966 

dollars).662  Similar to Melissa Parker, high-school senior (age 17) Robert Shapiro also 

received an allowance of $5 a week, which he felt was average; he was not necessarily 

typical in his admission that he spent all of his allowance each week on dates.  He said of 

himself and his siblings, “‘If we need money, we ask for it,’” adding, “‘My mother is so 

happy to have me get a haircut, she pays for it.’”663  He felt that for himself and his 

friends, when they asked for money to supplement the allowance, as long as the requests 

were “specific and reasonable,” they were granted.664 

 Jane was 6 years old in 1966 and received ten cents a week for her allowance that 

year, the year she was in kindergarten.665  In another family that year, H.M. from Laurel, 

Maryland, wrote in to the Washington Post that her first grader (age 6) received 25 cents 
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a week, and her four-year-old got seven cents a week.666  Fourth-grader Roddy Stone (age 

9) interviewed his classmates in 1967 and found that their allowance amounts varied 

widely, presumably in large part because of the varied socioeconomic backgrounds of 

their parents.  He found the following: Rusty: $1; Randy: 50 cents; Peter S. and Roger: 50 

cents; Peter C.: 45 cents; Willy: $1; Billy: $1; Scott: 30 cents; Charlie: $2.”  But Roddy 

remarked, “‘I don’t want as much as Charlie gets, mom; don’t worry about that.  It’s too 

much work to figure out how to spend as much as he gets.’”667 

 Nine-year-old Richard Wilson received 80 cents a week in 1971, and his best 

friend, 9-year-old Hugh, received 30 cents a week.  This is interesting, as the boys are the 

same age and possess similar needs for money; the difference in amounts is mostly due to 

different parental philosophies on money, as well as what the allowance is expected to 

cover in each family.668  The Wilson family believed that Richard’s allowance should 

cover almost all of his expenses including for leisure activities, special treats, and gifts 

for others, yet they felt it should not cover lunch money or bus fare/car fare.  Hugh’s 

parents, however, believed his allowance should be kept small in order that he only 

purchase a few extra items now and then--such as a new comic book or a model airplane 

kit, and they doled out his lunch money, bus fare, and money for leisure activities as 

needed.  Writing in 1971, childrearing expert Grace Wohlner stated that both types of 

arrangements were within the norm, as was a third arrangement in which the allowance is 
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larger than Richard’s in order to cover lunches, bus fare or car fare, and haircuts, as well 

as the extra treats which Hugh’s allowance covers.669  So all three of these sample 

budgets were within the broad standard practice of the average middle-class family in the 

decade of the 1970s. 

 Grace Wohlner wrote in 1971 that “a few pennies once or twice a week” would 

suffice for most four- and five-year-olds, although this seemed a very low estimate which 

is out of keeping with other sources for this age of child.670  She added that she knew a 

child named Martha, aged 6, whose 10 cents a week allowance mostly went toward 

bubblegum, although she sometimes managed to save for a small toy.  By the time she 

was 10, she was given $1 a week, which covered candy, as well as yarn for her ponytail, 

and the costs of taking herself and a friend for a soda.  At this age, Martha indicated her 

concerns to her parents, remarking, “‘The other kids get more money than I do,’” to 

which her father replied that he did not doubt that she received less than others, but he 

simply liked to keep their family finances on the lean side.  By the age of 13, Martha 

received $3 a week, which covered treats as well as bus fare, school lunches, and 

recreation.  At 16, Martha was also given a separate clothing allowance to begin to 

purchase all her own clothing, although sources do not reveal the amount of this 

allowance.671 

 Also in 1971, the Chicago Tribune interviewed 50 students from five Chicago-

area high schools about allowances and spending.  The average allowance was $5 a week 
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although some kids received as little as $1 and some received as much as $10 a 

week.  The paper noted that, interestingly enough, although parents were feeling the 

pinch of inflation, “the recession hasn’t hit the allowance yet.”672  Keep in mind that the 

cost of a rock concert in 1971 was $6, and that Seventeen Magazine reported in the same 

year that spending by the youth market (approximately ages 13-18) amounted to $18 

billion a year total.673  One unnamed 17-year-old senior interviewed by the Chicago 

Tribune in 1971 felt that her allowance of $5 a week was about average and remarked, “‘I 

spend most of it on food and cigarets [sic].  I don’t know where the rest goes.’”  When 

questioned further about the size of her allowance, she admitted, “‘I’m pretty certain I 

could do with less.’”674 

 Frank McCulloch, then-editor of Learning magazine in Palo Alto, California, told 

a newspaper reporter in 1973 that he gave his fourteen-year-old son David $2.50 a week 

for his allowance.675  Paul Lyle, Principal of Oakwood Elementary School in Long 

Island, NY, stated in 1974 that the average allowance amount for children in his school--

who are all under 12--was about one dollar a week.676  The minimum wage in 1975 was 

$2.10, and many teenagers qualified for this wage, including by working at places such as 
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McDonalds.677  For younger kids, an average allowance amount for an elementary 

schooler in 1975 was about $1-2 a week.  Fourth-grader Jeffrey Butt thought that taking 

the trash out every day and running errands for his parents was “fair work for a dollar” a 

week, while his classmate Nancy Jewell said that “for one dollar kids should do six 

chores.”678 

 A Gallup Youth Survey in 1977 determined the following distribution of 

allowance amounts for kids aged 13-18: $1-$4: 42 percent; $5-$9: 32 percent; $10-$14: 

10 percent; $15 and over: 12 percent (with 4 percent not sure).679 

 In 1981, a consumer magazine surveyed 500 kids about their allowances; the 

median allowance amount, across all ages, was $1.50/week.680  Of the 500 readers (aged 

8-13) contacted at random, 100 did not receive an allowance, 50 received $0.50/week, 

100 received $1/week, 25 received $1.50/week, 50 got $2/week, 50 got $3/week, 75 got 

$5/week, 15 got $7.50/week, 5 got $10/week, and about 30 kids received over 

$10/week.681  A 1981 study cited by Parents magazine stated similar figures: children 

seven and under received 25-75 cents a week; 8-9 year-olds received $1-2.50 a week; 10-

13 year-olds received $1.50-5 a week.682  
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Of the parents he has surveyed, Thomas Tilling wrote in 1982 that what he called 

the “heavy spenders” issued average weekly allowances of about $5-10 a week for a 9 or 

10-year-old, and considerably more for a teenaged child.  These families generally 

expected their children to complete quite a few chores around the house each week 

without being asked or reminded, and they may have asked their kids to cover some of 

the costs of school supplies with their allowance funds.  Thomas Tilling put the 

remainder of parents into a category he referred to as “get-your-owns,” meaning that 

these parents did not deny that their children had a genuine need for more spending 

money, yet they felt that rather than issue the spending money outright, the child would 

benefit more from a small weekly allowance, plus the chance to earn more money with 

various “extra jobs” offered each month.683  Tilling was correct in his observation that 

allowance amounts varied quite a bit in the 1980s, depending on the age of the child and 

on the family.  Ten-year-old actor Henry Thomas, who starred in the movie E.T., 

received $5 a week for his allowance in 1982, while a fifteen-year-old middle-class girl 

from Massachusetts mentioned in the Boston Globe received $20 a week.684 

In 1982, Thomas Tilling wrote that his 11-year-old daughter, Genevieve, received 

$2 a week, of which he considered $1 to be her allowance, and $1 to be her share of the 

profits of helping with their small family farm.685  He added that his 8-year-old daughter, 

Tanya, received 50 cents a week as her basic allowance, which she could supplement by 
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earning money babysitting her 2-year-old sibling, working in the garden, or doing extra 

jobs around the house.686 

A family surveyed by Parents magazine in 1983 shared their approach to teaching 

money management with the allowance system--a very specific approach which they had 

instituted once their children turned 5, 6, and 7.  This mother and father stated that they 

wished to visually convey to their children how much money each child had, and gave 

concrete examples of ways to divide the money sensibly.  Each child received a monthly 

allowance of $8 ($1.60 a week), and was expected--while too young to decide how to 

divide the funds, according to the parents--to place $2 in the Gifts envelope, $2 in the 

Savings envelope, $1 in the Church donations fund, and to keep $3 in the Spending 

Money envelope as their discretionary spending.  The children’s mother admitted, “‘It 

may not be very spontaneous, but they usually manage to be able to save up enough to 

buy something they want.’”687  This family’s experience from 1983 represents something 

of an historical anomaly, because this system of dictating to children how to divide up 

their funds, often into labelled jars, boxes, or envelopes, was much more common among 

American families in the first half of the twentieth century than in the latter half--and it 

was used by social workers advising adults, as well, in the first half of the century, who 

claimed that they were trying to teach wise American money habits to newly-arrived 

immigrant families. 

                                                 
686 Thomas Tilling, “Children & Money,” Parents (November 1982): 46. 
687 Susan Muenchow, “Children & Money: Teaching Good Habits,” Parents (December 
1983): 56. 



388 
 

Also in 1983, Penny Power surveyed 1,300 kids aged 8 to 13 about allowance 

amounts; of those, 811 kids received allowances.  The most common amounts for each 

age, per week, were as follows: 8-year-olds: $2; 9-year-olds: $2; 10-year-olds: $2.25; 11-

year-olds: $2.75; 12-year-olds: $3.75; and 13-year-olds: $5.25.  These are median 

amounts, so half the kids in each age group were receiving more, and half the kids were 

receiving less, than the stated figure.688 

Penny Power reported median allowance amounts for kids aged 9 to 13 in 

1985.  The amounts were as follows: 9-year-olds: $2; 10-year-olds: $2.50; 11-year-olds: 

$3; 12-year-olds: $5; and 13-year-olds: $5.689  One year later, Parents magazine noted the 

effects of inflation since the decade had started, and recommended the following 

amounts, per week: 7-and-under: $1; 8-9 year-olds: $2-3; preteens (10-12): $2-

7.690  Remember that in the 1980s and 1990s, there was an acceleration in rates of 

children's consumerism.  In fact, the Los Angeles Times reported in 1986 that “teenagers 

are enthusiastic consumers.”  According to a Rand Youth Poll in 1986, teenagers 

received about $30.7 billion a year in allowances plus earned wages, and spent $25.7 

billion of this.691  

In 1988, a survey published by Fidelity Investments, then the nation’s largest 

mutual fund company, put the nation’s average allowance amount for first through third 
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graders (age 6-8) at about $3.36 a week.692  In the same year, a consumer magazine 

surveyed 800 9-to-14-year olds about their allowances.  Median weekly allowance 

amounts were as follows: 9-year-olds: $2; 10-year-olds: $2.50; 11-year-olds: $3; 12-14-

year-olds: $5.  Additionally, the magazine found that most kids wound up with slightly 

more than $5 a week in spending money, on average--this was because an allowance was 

not their only source of cash.  Other sources of cash included doing extra jobs, getting 

birthday money and gift money from the holidays, and asking parents for extra cash now 

and then.693  The source found that median weekly totals for spending money, on 

average, were as follows: 9-year-olds: $3.65; 10-year-olds: $5; 11-year-olds: $6; 12-13-

year-olds: $10; 14-year-olds: $20.694  Penny Power reader Pamela got $3/week allowance 

in 1988.695 

In 1988, the Wall Street Journal reported that allowance amounts plus other funds 

given to kids, were so high in some parts of the country that “longstanding skittishness 

about marketing directly to kids is fading with the appearance of demographic data on 

children’s consumer clout.”  The paper cited marketing professor James McNeal as 

stating that children aged 9-12, for example, spent nearly all of the $4.73 billion they 
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receive annually (total) in allowances, gift money, and earnings, and in addition, “‘they 

are directly influencing parental spending of over $40 billion a year.’”696 

90 Penny Power readers were asked in 1989 about their allowances and how they 

spent their money.  Grant got $13 every two weeks for his allowance 

($6.50/week).697  Stephanie received $2/week; Heath received $2.50/week;698 and Kim 

received $4/week.699 

A Nickelodeon/Yankelovich Youth Monitor Survey cited in 1990 in the Chicago 

Tribune provided valuable insight into allowance amounts, as the survey incorporated 

data from about 1,000 households.  The survey stated: ages 6-7 were given an average of 

$1.98 a week in allowance and chore payments; 8-9 years old made $4.15; 10-11 made 

$7.82; 12-13 made $17.44; and 14-15 got an average of $32.44 a week.700  The Christian 

Science Monitor reported in 1991 the following median allowance amounts, issued 

weekly to children nationwide: 9-10-year-olds: $3; 11-14-year-olds: $5.701  Similarly, the 

New York Times related in 1991 that the standard expert advice as regards allowance 

amounts was to give about $1-1.50 a week beginning at age 6, and raise the amount by a 

few dollars at every birthday.702  The same paper reported that year on the Rand Youth 
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Poll, published in 1991, that boys aged 13-15 received an average allowance of $15.25 a 

week in 1990, while girls of the same age received $16.90 a week.  Boys aged 16-18 

averaged $27.20 a week, and girls in that age bracket averaged $28.80 a week.703 

The Wall Street Journal reported in 1993 the following median weekly allowance 

amounts for certain age groups: 9-10: $2; 11-12: $5; 13-14: $5.  The paper also reported 

that financial analyst and author Neale Godfrey felt that allowances should be quite high 

in order to successfully teach children about how to budget, spend, and save.  She stated 

that she gave her children allowances equal to their ages: her seven-year-old got $7, and 

her 10-year-old got $10 a week.704  Writing in the Washington Post a few years later, 

Godfrey reminded parents to be aware of the idea of the traditional, small allowance as a 

casualty of inflation.  She wrote, “The days of 5-cent sodas and 50-cent allowances are 

gone,” and continued, “if you pay your children too little, you are telling them that their 

work has no value and you take away their incentive to work.”  Godfrey recommended 

that parents pay children, per week, about one dollar for each year of age they had 

attained.705  

A Nickelodeon/Yankelovich Youth Monitor Survey cited in 1995 in Parents 

magazine stated the following average allowance amounts nationwide: ages 6-8: $1.99 a 

week; and ages 9-11: $4.17 a week.706 
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In 1995, parent Jane Reckart of Tucson, Arizona, related the following allowance 

amounts for her four children, per week, by age: 10: $1; 8: 75 cents; 6: 50 cents; and 4: 

25 cents.  Fay Young of Oak Park, Michigan, gave her 8-year-old 50 cents and her 7-

year-old 45 cents a week.  Channa Eberhart of Falmouth, Maine, gave her kids the 

amount that is half their age: her 8-year-old got $4 a week, and her 10-year-old got $5 a 

week.  Lastly, Lasandra Crandell of Jacksonville, Florida, gave her seven-year-old son 

$3.50 a week.707 

Additionally regarding how much allowance children should receive, in 1999, 

seven-year-old Kendra stated: “You should get half your age every week while you’re 

young and maybe more when you’re older.”  While some children, such as Kendra, felt 

that allowance amounts should be pegged to age, other children were perhaps more 

economically-savvy and took into account the buying power of an allowance.  For 

instance, eleven-year-old Casey, interviewed in 1999, added her opinion to the allowance 

debate, which takes into account the inflation that had occurred since her parents were 

kids: “We are going into the 21st century.  Prices are higher.  We need the money.  But 

remember, you have to work for it!”  Unfortunately, she did not offer a dollar amount that 

she thought was reasonable for an allowance.  Lastly, one teenager interviewed in 1999 

took a cautious approach to allowance amounts, arguing: “You shouldn’t get too much 

money, but more than $1 a week” (Geoffrey, 13).708  
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What An Allowance Was Expected to Cover 

 It is interesting to note how the items that parents, experts, and children 

considered to be “essential” or “necessary” to being a young, middle-class person, 

changed over the years.  This is in keeping with the rest of the dissertation, in which we 

have noted that the perceived standard of what it takes--from a material culture point of 

view--to be considered middle-class becomes inflated as 1945-2000 unfolded, including 

the number of televisions owned by each household.  Certain items appear on the list, and 

certain items disappear from the list, as 1945-2000 progressed; although, some items, or 

categories of items, are constant across 55 years.  In 1946, for example, most parents 

believed that an allowance for older children should cover: “Pleasure: toys, games, 

movies, parties, plays, dances, theatre dates; Personal: haircut, toilet articles; Eats: candy, 

sodas, hamburgers; sundries: pencils, paper, notebooks, paints, postage, newspapers; 

School: books, fees, lunch, carfare; Cleaning: laundry, cleaning, pressing, repairing; 

Dues: YMCA, class, club; Athletics: suits, shoes, sports equipment; Clothing: socks, 

underwear, shirts, shoes, suits, coats, sweaters, hats; Room: furnishings; travel: taxi, bus, 

railroad fare; Health: doctor, dentist, hospital; Contributions: church, school, community, 

and so forth; Gifts: birthdays, holidays, special occasions; Vacation: camping trips; 

savings: bank, insurance, investments.”709 

 In 1960, fifteen-year-old Dale Browne got $5/week for his allowance, and of that 

he spent $2 a week on food and drinks at school.  For the remaining $3 a week, he 

managed to buy a few pieces of pizza, a week’s worth of soda, an hour or two of 
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bouncing at an indoor trampoline center, a round of miniature golf, and admission to the 

high school football game, as well as a few hot dogs, bags of popcorn, and candy 

bars.  He told the Boston Globe that he kept his expenses down by not going on dates 

very often, as he did not believe in the Dutch treat.  It was not uncommon for teens in the 

1940s-1960s--boys and girls alike--to disagree with the idea of “going Dutch, even if it 

made allowances go farther.”  Sixteen-year-old Paula Edwards of California shared in 

1955 that she had never been on a Dutch date, stating, “‘I’d feel insulted if he asked me 

to pay my way.’”  She added, “‘If he can’t afford to take me, I’d rather not go with 

him.’” 710  In fact, as Dale noted in 1960, “‘a downtown date costs money.’”  He 

explained the high cost, “‘It’s $2.50 to get into a movie, [...] then a sandwich and a malt, 

that's another $1.25.  One night like that just about shoots your allowance [for the whole 

week].’”711  Dale revealed that he liked to save for LPs and major purchases, such as a 

motor scooter, rather than go on dates. 

 In 1971, the Chicago Tribune surveyed 50 students from five Chicago-area high 

schools, and found that the average allowance amount was $5 a week.  This was expected 

to pay for school lunches, records, clothing accessories, and sometimes shoes and 

cigarettes, and the parents of the kids surveyed did not expect it to cover clothing staples, 

books, or school fees.  Additionally, of those teens polled, although some had purchased 

their own cars, they said they did not have to pay for gas out of their allowance 
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funds.712  In 1973, an expert summed up the typical views of the decade when he stated 

that an allowance, even for young children, should cover “necessities such as bus fare and 

school lunches plus legitimate pleasures such as an occasional movie or swimming 

trip.”713  Julie Kniznik, aged 17 in 1975, shared with the Boston Globe that her parents 

covered the basics, while her allowance of $1-2 a week was expected to cover “concerts 

and albums and the luxury kind of clothes that my parents would think are 

frivolous.”714  An unnamed family with three children in Dedham, Massachusetts, in 

1975 gave the following allowance amounts: 11-year-old son: $2 a week, 14-year-old-

daughter and 16-year-old daughter: $5 a week each.  These parents stated that they paid 

for the necessities such as school clothes, but that the kids had to pay for fancy or faddish 

clothes, and the girls had to pay for herbal shampoo if they desired this rather than 

regular shampoo.  The parents paid for these leisure activities: weekly swimming lessons 

for their son ($2 for 10 weeks), one high school field trip ($8 per child), and a special 

gymnastics class for one daughter ($8-10 a semester).  However, the parents stated that if 

a child wished to go to a school dance, the cost of clothing, shoes, flowers, and the tickets 

must be covered by the child: “‘Dances? That’s their problem,’ their father says.”715 

 By the 1980s, it was clear that allowances were expected to cover primarily 

purchases regarded by adults as frivolous, with very little if any of the money spent on 
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needs like taxi fare, as it had been spent in 1945-1960s, and to a lesser extent, in the 

1970s.  In 1982, the Boston Globe reported on what the average allowance of the 1980s 

was expected to cover, particularly for teens.  The paper related that typical purchases 

included: trendy clothes and shoes, fun snacks, and calls on the pay phone.  The reporter 

admitted that earlier generations of parents and children could have regarded these kids, 

and the relatively large amounts they had to spend, as “hedonists with pockets full of 

money.”716  These kids were largely engaging in recreational shopping as a leisure 

pursuit, in contrast to the early decades of this study in which kids’ purchases were items 

which they needed such as practical school clothes and shoes. 

In 1985, a popular consumer magazine gave a portrait of what an allowance was 

expected to cover for most kids.  578 kids across the country wrote down everything they 

spent their money on for a week.  The most common items purchased, and the median 

amounts, were as follows, from most common to least common: “$0.70 on candy; $0.50 

on gum; $0.80 on soft drinks; $1.70 on fast food; $0.90 on chips; $0.70 on ice cream; 

$5.00 on records, tapes, or books; $0.70 on milk or juice; $1.00 on arcade games; $3.00 

on movies; $1.65 on school lunch; $1.00 on school supplies; $5.00 on toys, model kits, or 

games; $14 on clothes; $0.60 on cookies, cakes, or granola bars; $1.00 on stickers; $2.65 

on gifts; $0.60 on fruit; $2.50 on makeup or jewelry; $10.00 on sports 

equipment.”717  Also in 1985, a nationally prominent parenting expert wrote in Parents 
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magazine that an allowance should cover fixed costs like bus fare and lunch money, as 

well as varying cost “needs and desires” such as recreation and consumer goods.718 

 In 1993, Zillions magazine reported on kids’ spending; the magazine surveyed 

700 9-to-14-year-olds.  The median amounts for the most common items were as follows: 

“For-the-moment stuff: fast food: $3; movies: $4; school lunch: $3; video rentals: $3; 

snacks: $2; arcades: $2.”  There was also the category of “Something-to-show-for-your-

money stuff: shoes: $37; music: $10; video games: $30; clothes: $15; stuff to read: $4; 

sports stuff: $7.50; gifts: $10; sports cards: $4.50; jewelry and makeup: $5; school 

supplies: $2; toys and games: $3.”719 

 In the 1990s, parenting experts writing in parenting manuals and magazines 

continued to insist--as they had for many decades--that allowances were specifically 

designed to cover non-necessities.  Experts Julius Segal, Ph.D., and Zelda Segal stated 

clearly in 1993, “an allowance is for extras--not necessities.”720 

Paying for Lunch with Allowance Funds 

Regarding paying for lunch from allowance funds, there were a not insignificant 

number of instances in the historical record of parents or peers being worried because a 

child was saving money by skipping lunch.  Examples of this phenomenon include the 

teen girl referred to by her schoolmates as “the growler” because her stomach was always 

grumbling, and the teen boy who skipped lunch every weekday in order to make 
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payments on his new car.721  By the 1970s reports such as these were scant, and by the 

1980s and 1990s almost entirely absent from the historical record--suggesting that 

parents became aware of this practice and decided to privilege concerns over health and 

nutrition, over concerns about teaching children about budgeting.  This would tie in with 

Peter Stearns’ point in Anxious Parents that as the twentieth century progressed parents 

came to privilege concerns about the emotional and physical health of children, over 

other concerns, which predominated early in the century, such as making children 

financially independent by the age of 16-18.  Of course as 1945-2000 unfolded, both 

awareness of and documented cases of young people’s eating disorders increased.722  In 

1946, Parents magazine reported that the father of an unnamed 16-year-old boy had to 

start subtracting lunch money from his son’s allowance and giving it to him each morning 

with the stipulation that he had to spend it on lunch or else his entire allowance would be 

discontinued, as it had come to the father’s attention that his son was skipping lunch and 

was “underweight.”723 

The Holliston family from 1953 shared their allowance budget for their two 

children: 15 cents a week plus $1.10 a week when school was in session, for Eddie, and 

15 cents a week, plus 10 cents a week when school was in session, for Sis.  This 

discrepancy in amount owed to the fact that Eddie paid bus-fare to get to his school, and 
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also paid for his school lunches from his allowance amount, whereas Sis got rides to 

school and did not buy school lunches. 

Dale Browne was 15 in 1960, and the Boston Globe reported that, by far, “the 

biggest bite of Dale’s allowance [$2 of the $5/week] goes for school lunches,” and that 

this price included the 35 cents a day regular menu, plus frequent seconds on hamburgers 

and ice cream.  From the regular menu, for 35 cents a day, Dale got a hamburger, baked 

beans, ice cream, and milk to drink.724 

Sixteen-year-old Melissa Parker’s allowance of $5 a week in 1966 included $1 to 

go toward bus fare and $1.50 for her school lunches.  She stated that she would not ever 

go without lunch in order to save money for consumer goods, but she had gone without 

after-school snacks in order to save up for her new tennis racket.  Her parents did not 

object to her skipping snacks as long as she did not forego lunch.725 

In 1971 expert Grace Wohlner felt the need to remind parents to check in with 

children often that they are not skipping lunch in order to pay for necessities--or even, 

small special treats for themselves--especially once they entered the teen years, so this 

practice of children foregoing lunch in order to save money was still an issue as late as 

the 1970s.726  In 1971, the Chicago Tribune surveyed 50 students from five Chicago-area 

high schools, and they found that the average allowance amount was $5 a week, and that 

“in almost every case” of a student they interviewed “paying for school lunches eats up a 

large portion of the amount [of the allowance], usually one-third to one-
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half.”  Throughout the decade, the practice of “brown-bagging it” was viewed differently 

at different schools and by different kids, with some kids who saw it as a sensible way to 

save money, and some kids who saw it as embarrassing.727 

At the close of this study in 2000, it was very rare for middle-class kids to admit 

to skipping lunch in order to save money.  The only time this occurred in the historical 

record was for atypical instances--usually those in which the individual refers to him- or 

herself as a “shopaholic” or by using a similar hyperbolic term.  For instance, thirteen-

year-old Katelyn Hall of Camp Hill, Pennsylvania, told Parents magazine in 2000, “‘I 

spend a lot of money,’” mostly on trendy shoes and clothes--which she stated have to 

come from certain labels only such as Abercrombie and Fitch--and that while she did 

have an allowance and also jobs cutting grass and babysitting to earn money, she also 

relied on “‘re-purposed lunch money’” to finance her shopping sprees at the mall.728 

Inflationary Worries of Parents; Sample Amounts in 1930s Compared to 1960s 

 Reflecting an uptick in inflation rates in the second-half of the 1960s (which last 

into the 1970s), we see more explicit concern among parents and experts about teaching 

their children to be frugal.  Parent Paul McLean wrote in 1965 that “money is dangerous 

stuff” and that few other topics can cause so much “bickering” in a family.  He pondered, 

considering that most if not all families wish to remain financially solvent at all times, 
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“Why should handling money sensibly be so difficult?”729  This is one of the questions 

which this dissertation attempts to begin to tackle.   

Parenting expert Edith Neisser wrote in 1960 that parents must not worry that 

their children’s requests for increased allowances are an example of them being spoiled, 

or suffering from materialism, or a case of the “gimmes,” but rather that inflation had 

taken a toll and that unlike for their parents, a nickel was no longer enough to buy an ice 

cream cone or a fancy colored pencil.  Neisser stated that in her work as a parenting 

counselor, she often heard statements along the lines of “‘When I was your age, my 

allowance covered lunch and carfare, school supplies, and most of my clothes’” as well 

as movies and sodas, and “‘all I had was $8 a week’” in the 1930s.  These parents who 

were young in the 1930s added such comments as “‘I thought I was lucky if I earned 35 

cents for a whole afternoon of babysitting’” and “‘I can’t see why you can’t get along on 

that, too.’”  Although Neisser admitted that it was important for parents to attempt to 

instill lessons about thrift and money management in their children, she stated that 

parents must realize that inflation has taken its toll, and that a sample sum of the 1930s 

such as $8 per week simply did not go very far anymore, in the 1960s, and that $5 could 

not even buy a new pair of shoes, let alone cover lunch, transportation, school supplies, 

clothes and shoes, entertainment, and snacks.730  The Chicago Tribune echoed Neisser’s 

concerns in an article on children’s consumerism in which the reporter stated that parents 
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of the 1950s and 1960s, “most of whom were adolescents during the depression 1930s” 

generally “find their children’s casualness toward [...] money hard to take.”731 

Dr. Exie Welsch, then-president of the American Orthopsychiatric Association, 

writing in 1966, stated that she had more frequent encounters as the decade progressed 

with parents who worried that their children were spendthrifts, when in fact most often 

she felt these parents had not taken into account the increase in inflation rates.  Dr. 

Welsch had to remind parents often, from the mid-1960s onward, “that things cost a lot 

more now than they used to.”  She met a boy whose father complained that his son asked 

for $5 a week for his allowance, exclaiming “‘I was lucky if I got a quarter when I was 

thirteen.’”  However, upon adding up his son’s set costs, including science club dues, bus 

fare, and lunch money, this father realized that in fact his son was asking for less than his 

total expenditures would be.  Dr. Welsch wrote, “It's not always easy to remember that 

the dollar our children know is not the one we remember.”  She realized, “The nickel 

candy bar has gone the way of the penny candy, a yo-yo that would’ve cost 10 cents 

when we were children costs our kids 29 cents or more, and we all know how movie 

prices have risen.”732 

Concerns about inflation lasted through most of the 1970s, so they are mentioned 

increasingly in primary sources from the 1970s, including in Parents magazine of 1974 in 
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which the author refers to “these inflationary times,” in which a dollar no longer goes as 

far as it once did.733 

Writing in 1974 for the middle-class readership of Parents magazine, Ruth 

Halcomb admitted to readers, “Even when there is no cutback in family income, the 

soaring cost of living has hit everyone hard--particularly young families still making their 

way.”  Halcomb was the author of Money and the Working Ms., a financial management 

advice manual.734 

Journalist Janice Booker wrote in Parents in 1976 that school districts across the 

country were realizing it was important to teach students to become wise consumers and 

to teach students, K-12, age-appropriate lessons about the economics of inflation.735  She 

believed that in larger numbers than earlier in the decade, students and parents, as well, 

were coming to admit the relevance of such programs.  Mrs. Margaret Obozian, mother 

of a seventh grader in 1976, stated, “‘There's no point in training children how to earn a 

living if you don't also teach them how to use the money [sensibly].’”736 

Child psychiatrist Dr. James Comer wrote in 1980 of the “silver lining in the 

problems of inflation” being that parents were forced to teach their children more 

consistently about money management and sensible spending.  As he asserted in 1980, 

“Up until now social and cultural forces have contributed to the notion that each 
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generation should do bigger and better things than the last.”  Unfortunately, he felt that 

this approach to the American Dream, “has encouraged many people to live beyond their 

means.”  Dr. Comer argued that with the continued slowdown in the national economy, 

“parents may no longer feel that we can give our children more money and material 

things than we had.”  He believed that, entering the decade of the 1980s, parents “will 

have to begin to take the task of teaching them good money management [more] 

seriously.”737 

Echoing comments made as early as 1960 by commentators like Edith Neisser, 

expert Francis Roberts, Ed.D., stated in 1981 that many parents with whom he came into 

contact mistakenly believed their child was a spendthrift, when in fact the culprit was not 

necessarily unwise spending but rather the pressure of inflation; he wrote, “today’s prices 

leave little room for decision.”738  He worried that parents had indicated to him that the 

“old reliable technique of teaching the value of money--the weekly allowance” might 

become a casualty of inflation in many families.  He cited one parent who worried, “‘If I 

gave my eight-year-old an allowance equivalent to the $1.50 a week I had at that age, I’d 

be putting a $5 bill in her hand’” each week.  Dr. Roberts worried that perhaps, 

“Allowances have often sounded better than they worked, and now, with inflation, they 

can generate new family tensions.”  He did not feel this is necessarily a reason to 

eliminate the practice of issuing an allowance, however, as long as parents were honest 

with themselves and admitted, “Your child’s weekly dollar simply won’t buy as much as 
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it would have when you were growing up,”739 due to the pressures of inflation and also 

because leisure activities which were popular for most kids cost more than the activities 

that were popular for their parents, and there were other increased costs, too, such as 

longer and longer lists of school supplies required by many school districts across the 

U.S.  

Financial expert, and father of three, Thomas Tilling wrote in 1982 that contrary 

to what some parents may have thought, allowances were more important than ever in 

light of the concerns, and tightened family budgets, which arose from continued inflation, 

which had plagued portions of the 1970s and 1980s.  Tilling believed that teaching 

children how to manage money wisely “does not outweigh such things [teaching] as 

morality and good behavior, but in the uncertain economic times facing our children, 

instilling self-confidence in accomplishment and a my-goal-can-be-reached-if-I-work-at-

it attitude may well spell the difference for them between success--both economic and 

emotional--and failure in the future.”740 

 

Greater Detail for the 1990s 

Greater Detail on Allowances for the Decade in the Study for Which Children’s 
Consumerism Was At Its Highest Levels: 

Median Allowance Amounts for Middle-Class Children of the 1990s 
 

In 1991, staff writers for Zillions, the consumer magazine for kids, reported the 

median allowance amounts for selected age groups, relating that 9- and 10-year-olds 

received a median weekly allowance in 1991 of $3, with total weekly receipts (allowance 
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plus any extra money from gifts or extra jobs) of $5.741  11- and 12-year-olds received a 

median weekly of allowance $5, with total weekly receipts of $10, and 13- and 14-year-

olds received a median weekly allowance of $5, with total weekly receipts of $15.  In 

justifying their use of the median figure, the staff reporters asserted that the median best 

represented the “typical” allowance of each age group surveyed.742 

1991 Zillions Sidebar: Inflation Watch: “We did our last allowance survey three 

years ago [i.e. 1991 minus 3 equals 1988].  Have allowances gone up since then?  Only 

for some.  Kids age 9 to 11 get bigger allowances now than the same age got back 

then.  Their allowances have gone up at least as much as the rate of inflation (rising 

prices).  But 12 to 14-year-olds get about the same size allowance today as kids that age 

got three years ago.  That’s something older kids might want to mention when asking for 

a raise.”743 

The Zillions survey of 1991 also showed that kids who received an allowance 

took in about the same amount of money each week, in total, as the kids who did not 

receive an allowance.  So perhaps surprisingly, at least in 1991: “Talking strictly dollars 

and cents, there’s not much difference between getting an allowance and not getting 

one”744—this only referred to total receipts per week, of course, and did not take into 
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account the presumed benefits of having an allowance such as parents teaching money 

management, and kids learning how to budget.  

However, evaluating “The Satisfaction Story,” staff writers for Zillions in 1991 

found that although most kids had to do chores regardless of being issued an allowance, 

those kids who received an allowance “are much happier with the amount of money they 

take in each week than kids who don’t have an allowance.”745  In terms of self-

perception, “Nearly all the allowance kids surveyed feel they’re better off than their no-

allowance friends.  In fact, most of those who don’t get an allowance wish they did.”746   

According to the April/May 1993 survey from Zillions, “Allowances: Who Gets 

What?” The median amounts for 9- and 10-year olds were: an allowance of $2 a week 

plus extra money of $3 a week; for 11- and 12-year-olds: an allowance of $5 a week plus 

extra money of $5 a week; and for 13- and 14-year-olds, an allowance of $5 a week plus 

extra money of $15 a week.747   

Additionally regarding the impact of inflation/increases in the Consumer Price 

Index, Zillions reporters wrote in 1993 of the contrasts in what a sample allowance would 

purchase in 1993 as opposed to five years earlier in 1988.  Here they presented three 

graphics of kids with the number of items they could purchase in each era: comics, tapes, 

candy, and burgers—of course in 1993 they can buy fewer total items than in 
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1988.748  Zillions writers added, “One of the biggest surprises we found was that 

allowances have not gone up much in the past five years,” but “the total amount of 

money kids get a week has gone up in the past five years”—the magazine reported that 

this extra money mostly came from doing extra jobs for parents, neighbors, and 

others.749  Writers reminded readers that the extra money did not result in kids being able 

to buy more (inflation), because prices had gone up in the past five years (increase in 

Consumer Price Index), and for readers who might have been thinking of asking for a 

raise in allowance amount, the writers cautioned, “Adults haven’t done any better.  Their 

buying power is down, too.”750 

In their third cover story on allowances of the 1990s, Zillions discussed: 

“Allowances: How Much Kids Get,” surveying more than 800 kids, and conducting in-

depth interviews with 118 of those kids, in 1995.751  As in 1993, the survey found that 

kids with and without allowances received the same amount of money each 

week.  Zillions reported the median figures for allowances in 1995 were: ages 9 and 10 

received $3 a week in allowance and $4 a week in extra cash; ages 11 and 12 received $5 

a week in allowance and $8 a week in extra cash; and ages 13 and 14 received $5 a week 

in allowance and $15 a week in extra cash.752  Writers revealed that of the more than 800 

kids surveyed, about half the kids had asked for a raise in the previous year, but most 

requests were not granted; about three out of ten kids received an automatic increase in 

                                                 
748 “The Allowance Report,” Zillions (April/May 1993): 10-11. 
749 “The Allowance Report,” Zillions (April/May 1993): 10. 
750 “The Allowance Report,” Zillions (April/May 1993): 10. 
751 “The Zillions Allowance Survey,” Zillions (April/May 1995): 14-17. 
752 “The Zillions Allowance Survey,” Zillions (April/May 1995): 15. 
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their allowance once a year (usually on a birthday); and about half the kids had collected 

an “advance” on an allowance at least once in the previous year.753 

In their fourth cover story on allowances of the 1990s, Zillions analyzed 

“Allowances: How Does Yours Compare?” for the January/February 1997 issue.  In 

“Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions staff writers revealed that they surveyed 784 9-to-

14 year-olds in the summer of 1996.  As with earlier surveys, they found that allowance 

and no-allowance kids received about the same amount of money each week, with 

allowance kids taking in a total of $9 a week, and non-allowance kids taking in about $10 

a week.  361 of the 784 kids or 46 percent, reported getting an allowance, and the number 

was evenly split between boys and girls. 754  Kids 13 and over were a little less likely to 

receive an allowance than kids 12 and under.755  The median weekly allowance for all 

kids surveyed was $5 a week, with boys and girls receiving equal amounts, and 

allowances increasing with age.  9- and 10-year-olds received a median weekly 

allowance of $3 (a 50-cent increase over 1995), and 11- to 14-year olds received a 

median weekly allowance of $5 (the same allowance amount for this age group as shown 

in every survey since 1991).756  More detail: for the 9-10 age group, regarding median 

allowance amounts: 28% of kids got $2 or less, 28% of kids got $2.25-$4, 32% of kids 

got $4.25-$6, and 12% of kids got $6.25 and up.757  For the 11-12 age group: 16% got $2 

                                                 
753 “The Zillions Allowance Survey,” Zillions (April/May 1995): 16-17. 
754 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 18-21. 
755 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 18. 
756 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 18. 
757 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 18. 
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or less; 20% got $2.25-$4; 33% got $4.25-$6; and 31% got $6.25 and up.758  Lastly for 

the 13-14 age group: 7% got $2 or less; 7% got $2.25-$4; 39% got $4.25-$6; and 47% 

got $6.25 and up.759 

Of the “no-allowance kids,” discussed in the Zillions survey from 1997, four out 

of ten reported not receiving funds from parents in any form.  Of the six in ten who 

received funds, the monetary breakdown per week was as follows: ages 9 to 10: 37% got 

$4 or less; 22% got $4.25-$8; 23% got $8.25-$12; 18% got $12.25 and up.760  Ages 11 to 

12: 22% got $4 or less; 29% got $4.25-$8; 22% got $8.25-$12; and 27% got $12.25 and 

up.  Ages 13 and 14: 6% got $4 or less; 22% got $4.25-$8; 23% got $8.25-$12; and 49% 

got $12.25 and up.761  To summarize these figures, of the “no-allowance kids” who took 

in funds as hand-outs or from doing “extra chores,” they took in a median amount of $10 

a week, averaged across the ages 9-14.  The breakdown per week: ages 9-10 took a 

median of $5; ages 11-12 took a median of $7.50; and ages 13-14 took a median of 

$12.762  All-in-all, the no-allowance kids got more money from their parents than the 

allowance kids.763  More than half of the allowance kids also got “hand-outs” and “extra-

chores pay” on top of their allowance funds, so allowance kids’ weekly take, averaged 

across the ages 9-14, was a median of $9 a week, for allowance plus other funds.  For no-

allowance kids, the analogous figure was a median of $10 a week. 

                                                 
758 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 18. 
759 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 18. 
760 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 20. 
761 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 20. 
762 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 20. 
763 “Allowance Survey Results,” Zillions (January/February 1997): 21. 
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In the September/October 1997 issue of Zillions, staff writers presented reader 

contributions regarding an “Allowance Debate.”  Reader Monica Cohen of Apopka, 

Florida, sent in her question about how to get a raise in her $5.50/week allowance, and 

her query was printed in the March/April 1997 issue.  Zillions printed selected answers in 

the September/October 1997 issue, with five contributors insisting that Monica did not 

need a raise, and four asserting that she did—and they offered tips on how to obtain a 

raise.764  Jenny Welna of Edina, Minnesota, revealed that she got only $3.50 a week for 

her allowance, and thought Monica should feel lucky; Jenny suggested that if Monica 

needed extra money, she try odd jobs for neighbors, or try babysitting.  Ariela Rosenberg 

of Dallas, Texas, agreed with Jenny that Monica should have been content with her 

allowance amount; Ariela says she had friends who did lots of chores each week and did 

not receive any money from their parents.  Eric Chabot of Stafford, Vermont, concurred 

that Monica should be content—he only received an allowance of $1 a week.  Courtney 

Cuthbertson of Quincy, Illinois, only got $2 a week and insisted that her parents would 

not consider any discussion of a raise.  Lastly regarding the kids who insisted that Monica 

was well-off, Jenny Schwarzchild of Bethel, Connecticut, agreed that $5.50 was “a little 

much to begin with,” and counselled Monica against asking for a raise.765 

Concerning the kids who think Monica should have asked for a raise, Miriam 

Bowring of Merion, Pennsylvania, told Monica that she should have explained to her 

parents all of her outgoings, including whether she bought school clothes for herself, and 

how much she spent on gifts for others, and then she should have asked if her parents felt 

                                                 
764 “Allowance Debate,” Zillions (September/October 1997): 11. 
765 “Allowance Debate,” Zillions (September/October 1997): 11. 
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she needed more of an allowance to cover these expenses.766  Reader Erin Levesque of 

Omaha, Nebraska, suggested that Monica should have tried to show her parents how 

responsible she was with money before asking for a raise.  Erin said that she put 25 

percent of her allowance each week in a savings account, and gave 10 percent of her 

allowance each week to charity—she thought that if Monica set up a similar budgeting 

system, then over time her parents might have become more receptive to giving her a 

raise.  Joe George of Sanford, Maine, suggested that Monica ask for extra chores around 

the house or around the neighborhood, or periodically ask parents for loose change—Joe 

insisted that his mother disliked carrying around spare change so much, that she once 

gave him $60 total spread across two months!767  Lastly as regards the kids who felt 

Monica should have asked for a raise, reader Kevin Beck of Alexandria, Kentucky, 

suggested that Monica wait until her parents are in a good mood, pledge to save some of 

the funds and to be a careful shopper with the remainder of the funds, and even offer to 

do an extra job around the house each week, in order to qualify for a raise.768 

Lastly, in the Zillions survey published in 1999, the median weekly allowance 

figures by age were: age 8-9: $3.74; age 10-11: $5.19; age 12-13: $6.66; and age 14: 

$9.45.769   

 

 

                                                 
766 “Allowance Debate,” Zillions (September/October 1997): 11. 
767 “Allowance Debate,” Zillions (September/October 1997): 11. 
768 “Allowance Debate,” Zillions (September/October 1997): 11. 
769 “Allowance: How Do You Compare?” Zillions (January/February 1999): 8-9. 
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Appendix C, Chapter 3: Allowances 

 

 

 
 
 
Table 7 CPI, 1945-2000770 

 

1945 18 

1946 19.5 

1947 22.3 

1948 24.1 

1949 23.8 

1950 24.1 

1951 26 

1952 26.5 

1953 26.7 

1954 26.9 

1955 26.8 

1956 27.2 

1957 28.1 

1958 28.9 

1959 29.1 

1960 29.6 

                                                 
770 Ed. Scott Derks, The Value of a Dollar: Prices and Incomes in the Unites States, 1860-
2004 (Millerton, NY: Grey House Publishing, 2004). 
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1961 29.9 

1962 30.2 

1963 30.6 

1964 31 

1965 31.5 

1966 32.4 

1967 33.4 

1968 34.8 

1969 36.7 

1970 38.8 

1971 40.5 

1972 41.8 

1973 44.4 

1974 49.3 

1975 53.8 

1976 56.9 

1977 60.6 

1978 65.2 

1979 72.6 

1980 82.4 

1981 90.9 

1982 96.5 

1983 99.6 

1984 
103.

9 

1985 
107.

6 

1986 
109.

6 

1987 
113.

6 

1988 
118.

3 

1989 124 
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1990 
130.

7 

1991 
136.

2 

1992 
140.

3 

1993 
144.

5 

1994 
148.

2 

1995 
152.

4 

1996 
156.

9 

1997 
160.

5 

1998 163 

1999 
166.

6 

2000 
172.

2 

 

 

 

 
Table 8 Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000771 

 

Year Amount Adjusted Amount in 2016 Dollars Age if Known 

1945 $0.05 $0.67 

1946 $0.02 $0.25 6 

1946 $0.02 $0.25 7 

1946 $0.20 $2.46 8 

                                                 
771 Please note that footnotes with full citations for each row of this table are located in 
Appendix B.  This means that the year, original amount, and age if known, are all taken 
directly from the text which appears in Appendix B, and taken in the order in which they 
appear in Appendix B. 
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1946 $0.20 $2.46 9 

1946 $0.25 $3.08 10 

1946 $0.30 $3.69 11 

1946 $0.35 $4.31 12 

1946 $0.40 $4.92 13 

1946 $0.50 $6.15 14 

1946 $0.60 $7.38 15 

1946 $0.60 $7.38 16 

1946 $0.60 $7.38 17 

1949 $0.75 $7.56 

1950 $0.50 $4.98 12 

1950 $1.26 $12.55 

1951 $1.00 $9.23 

1951 $0.50 $4.62 

1952 $0.25 $2.26 4 

1953 $1.25 $11.24 16 

1954 $0.25 $2.23 

1955 $1.50 $13.43 16 

1955 $2.00 $17.91 16 

1958 $9.00 $74.74 16 

1958 $5.00 $41.52 16 

1960 $2.00 $16.22 16 

1960 $3.50 $28.38 16 

1960 $7.50 $60.81 16 

1960 $10 $81.08 16 

1960 $5 $40.54 15 

1960 $5 $40.54 13 

1960 $0.10 $0.77 6 

1964 $3.00 $23.23 16 

1964 $0.25 $1.94 8 

1964 $0.50 $3.87 11 
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1964 $0.65 $5.03 13 

1965 $3.00 $22.86 16 

1965 $5.00 $38.10 17 

1966 $5.00 $37.04 15 

1966 $5.00 $37.04 17 

1966 $0.10 $0.74 6 

1966 $0.25 $1.85 6 

1966 $0.07 $0.52 4 

1967 $1.00 $7.19 9 

1967 $0.50 $3.59 9 

1967 $0.50 $3.59 9 

1967 $0.45 $3.23 9 

1967 $1.00 $7.19 9 

1967 $1.00 $7.19 9 

1967 $0.30 $2.16 9 

1967 $2.00 $14.37 9 

1971 $0.80 $4.74 9 

1971 $0.30 $1.78 9 

1971 $5.00 $29.63 16 

1971 $0.10 $0.59 6 

1973 $2.50 $13.51 14 

1974 $1.00 $4.87 12 

1975 $1.50 $6.69 17 

1975 $2.00 $8.92 11 

1975 $5.00 $22.31 16 

1975 $1.00 $4.46 10 

1975 $1.50 $6.69 12 

1977 $2.50 $9.90 16 

1977 $7.00 $27.72 16 

1977 $12.00 $47.53 16 

1977 $15.00 $59.41 16 
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1978 $3.00 $11.04 13 

1981 $0.50 $1.32 10 

1981 $1.00 $2.64 10 

1981 $1.50 $3.96 10 

1981 $2.00 $5.28 10 

1981 $3.00 $7.92 10 

1981 $5.00 $13.20 10 

1981 $7.50 $19.80 10 

1981 $10 $26.40 10 

1981 $12 $31.68 10 

1981 $0.50 $1.32 7 

1981 $1.75 $4.62 8.5 

1981 $3.25 $8.58 12.5 

1982 $7.50 $18.65 9.5 

1982 $7.50 $18.65 10 

1982 $20 $49.74 15 

1982 $1 $2.49 11 

1982 $0.50 $1.24 8 

1983 $1.60 $3.86 6 

1983 $2.00 $4.82 8 

1983 $2.00 $4.82 9 

1983 $2.25 $5.42 10 

1983 $2.75 $6.63 11 

1983 $3.75 $9.04 12 

1983 $5.25 $12.65 13 

1985 $2.00 $4.46 9 

1985 $2.50 $5.58 10 

1985 $3.00 $6.69 11 

1985 $5.00 $11.15 12 

1985 $5.00 $11.15 13 

1986 $1.00 $2.19 7 
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1986 $2.50 $5.47 8.5 

1986 $4.50 $9.85 11 

1988 $3.36 $6.82 7 

1988 $2.00 $4.06 9 

1988 $2.50 $5.07 10 

1988 $3.00 $6.09 11 

1988 $5.00 $10.14 13 

1988 $6.50 $12.58 

1989 $2.00 $3.87 

1989 $2.50 $4.84 

1989 $4.00 $7.74 

1990 $1.98 $3.64 6.5 

1990 $4.15 $7.62 8.5 

1990 $7.82 $14.36 10.5 

1990 $17.44 $32.03 12.5 

1990 $32.44 $59.57 14.5 

1990 $15.25 $28.00 14 

1990 $16.90 $31.03 14 

1990 $27.20 $49.95 17 

1990 $28.80 $52.89 17 

1991 $3.00 $5.29 9.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 12.5 

1991 $3.00 $5.29 9.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 11.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 13.5 

1991 $1.25 $2.20 6 

1993 $2.00 $3.32 9.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 11.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 13.5 

1993 $2.00 $3.32 9.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 11.5 
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1993 $5.00 $8.30 13.5 

1993 $7.00 $11.63 7 

1993 $10.00 $16.61 10 

1995 $1.99 $3.13 7 

1995 $4.17 $6.57 10 

1995 $3.00 $4.72 9.5 

1995 $5.00 $7.87 11.5 

1995 $5.00 $7.87 13.5 

1997 $3.00 $4.49 9.5 

1997 $5.00 $7.48 12.5 

1999 $3.74 $5.39 8.5 

1999 $5.19 $7.48 10.5 

1999 $6.66 $9.59 12.5 

1999 $9.45 $13.61 14 

    

 

 

 

 
Table 9 Minimal Parents of the 1970s, Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000772 

 

Year Amount Adjusted Amount in 2016 Dollars Age if Known 

1971 $0.10 $0.59 6 

1971 $0.30 $1.78 9 

1975 $1.00 $4.46 10 

1974 $1.00 $4.87 12 

1975 $1.50 $6.69 12 

                                                 
772 Extracted from the above chart entitled “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” which in 
turn draws from the body text in Appendix B and has the full citations for each row of 
this chart in Appendix B. 
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1978 $3.00 $11.04 13 

1973 $2.50 $13.51 14 

1971 $5.00 $29.63 16 

1975 $5.00 $22.31 16 

1977 $2.50 $9.90 16 

1977 $7.00 $27.72 16 

1975 $1.50 $6.69 17 

 

 

 

 
Table 10 Maximal Parents of the 1970s, Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000773 

 

Year Amount Adjusted Amount in 2016 Dollars Age if Known 

1971 $0.80 $4.74 9 

1975 $1.00 $4.46 10 

1975 $2.00 $8.92 11 

1978 $3.00 $11.04 13 

1973 $2.50 $13.51 14 

1971 $5.00 $29.63 16 

1975 $5.00 $22.31 16 

1977 $12.00 $47.53 16 

1977 $15.00 $59.41 16 

 

                                                 
773 Extracted from the above chart entitled “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” which in 
turn draws from the body text in Appendix B and has the full citations for each row of 
this chart in Appendix B. 
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Table 11 Minimal Parents of the 1980s, Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000774 

 

Year Amount Adjusted Amount in 2016 Dollars Age if Known 

1981 $0.50 $1.32 10 

1981 $1.00 $2.64 10 

1981 $1.50 $3.96 10 

1981 $2.00 $5.28 10 

1981 $3.00 $7.92 10 

1981 $0.50 $1.32 7 

1981 $1.75 $4.62 8.5 

1981 $3.25 $8.58 12.5 

1982 $1 $2.49 11 

1982 $0.50 $1.24 8 

1983 $1.60 $3.86 6 

1983 $2.00 $4.82 8 

1983 $2.00 $4.82 9 

1983 $2.25 $5.42 10 

1983 $2.75 $6.63 11 

1983 $3.75 $9.04 12 

1985 $2.00 $4.46 9 

1985 $2.50 $5.58 10 

1985 $3.00 $6.69 11 

1986 $1.00 $2.19 7 

1986 $2.50 $5.47 8.5 

                                                 
774 Extracted from the above chart entitled “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” which in 
turn draws from the body text in Appendix B and has the full citations for each row of 
this chart in Appendix B. 
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1986 $4.50 $9.85 11 

1988 $3.36 $6.82 7 

1988 $2.00 $4.06 9 

1988 $2.50 $5.07 10 

1988 $3.00 $6.09 11 

1989 $2.00 $3.87 

1989 $2.50 $4.84 

 

 

 

 
Table 12 Maximal Parents of the 1980s, Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000775 

 

Year Amount Adjusted Amount in 2016 Dollars Age if Known 

1988 $3.36 $6.82 7 

1982 $7.50 $18.65 9.5 

1981 $7.50 $19.80 10 

1981 $10 $26.40 10 

1981 $12 $31.68 10 

1982 $7.50 $18.65 10 

1986 $4.50 $9.85 11 

1985 $5.00 $11.15 12 

1983 $5.25 $12.65 13 

1985 $5.00 $11.15 13 

1988 $5.00 $10.14 13 

1982 $20 $49.74 15 

 

                                                 
775 Extracted from the above chart entitled “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” which in 
turn draws from the body text in Appendix B and has the full citations for each row of 
this chart in Appendix B. 
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Table 13 Minimal Parents of the 1990s, Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000776 

 

Year Amount Adjusted Amount in 2016 Dollars Age if Known 

1990 $1.98 $3.64 6.5 

1990 $4.15 $7.62 8.5 

1990 $7.82 $14.36 10.5 

1990 $17.44 $32.03 12.5 

1990 $32.44 $59.57 14.5 

1990 $15.25 $28.00 14 

1990 $16.90 $31.03 14 

1990 $27.20 $49.95 17 

1990 $28.80 $52.89 17 

1991 $3.00 $5.29 9.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 12.5 

1991 $3.00 $5.29 9.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 11.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 13.5 

1991 $1.25 $2.20 6 

1993 $2.00 $3.32 9.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 11.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 13.5 

1993 $2.00 $3.32 9.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 11.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 13.5 

1993 $7.00 $11.63 7 

1993 $10.00 $16.61 10 

1995 $1.99 $3.13 7 

                                                 
776 Extracted from the above chart entitled “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” which in 
turn draws from the body text in Appendix B and has the full citations for each row of 
this chart in Appendix B. 
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1995 $4.17 $6.57 10 

1995 $3.00 $4.72 9.5 

1995 $5.00 $7.87 11.5 

1995 $5.00 $7.87 13.5 

1997 $3.00 $4.49 9.5 

1997 $5.00 $7.48 12.5 

1999 $3.74 $5.39 8.5 

1999 $5.19 $7.48 10.5 

1999 $6.66 $9.59 12.5 

1999 $9.45 $13.61 14 

 

 

 

 
Table 14 Maximal Parents of the 1990s, Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000777 

 

Year Amount Adjusted Amount in 2016 Dollars Age if Known 

1990 $1.98 $3.64 6.5 

1990 $4.15 $7.62 8.5 

1990 $7.82 $14.36 10.5 

1990 $17.44 $32.03 12.5 

1990 $32.44 $59.57 14.5 

1990 $15.25 $28.00 14 

1990 $16.90 $31.03 14 

1990 $27.20 $49.95 17 

1990 $28.80 $52.89 17 

1991 $3.00 $5.29 9.5 

                                                 
777 Extracted from the above chart entitled “Allowances in the U.S., 1945-2000,” which in 
turn draws from the body text in Appendix B and has the full citations for each row of 
this chart in Appendix B. 
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1991 $5.00 $8.81 12.5 

1991 $3.00 $5.29 9.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 11.5 

1991 $5.00 $8.81 13.5 

1991 $1.25 $2.20 6 

1993 $2.00 $3.32 9.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 11.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 13.5 

1993 $2.00 $3.32 9.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 11.5 

1993 $5.00 $8.30 13.5 

1993 $7.00 $11.63 7 

1993 $10.00 $16.61 10 

1995 $1.99 $3.13 7 

1995 $4.17 $6.57 10 

1995 $3.00 $4.72 9.5 

1995 $5.00 $7.87 11.5 

1995 $5.00 $7.87 13.5 

1997 $3.00 $4.49 9.5 

1997 $5.00 $7.48 12.5 

1999 $3.74 $5.39 8.5 

1999 $5.19 $7.48 10.5 

1999 $6.66 $9.59 12.5 

1999 $9.45 $13.61 14 
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