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«Please, draw me an apple !»:
children’s relationship with marketing standards
and «ugly» responsible products
Abstract
Several products are discarded by supermarkets because theyare not matching with the aesthetically
standardized criteria. Nevertheless, in an ecological perspective and for new business opportunities, supermarkets have
recently decided to change their marketing norm in proposing a new offer called: “ugly products”.This research focuses
performed resulting in 18individual interviews and drawings of French children aged 8 to 12 years. Results highlight the
existence of an implicit norm and the negative consequences of a rupture with it. This research helps to understand how
this transgression of the aesthetic norm must be realized.
Key words: transgression,food waste, reverse socialization, retailing, aesthetics.
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Introduction

1
2

precisely the reduction of food waste. In a context where consumers are expecting more responsible behavior,several
retailers have decided to change this standard.Since 2014, supermarkets3 propose a new offer of products called “ugly”

the “no waste” approach.Thus, given the low level of interest in this more responsible standard, it is interesting to focus
on the receptivity of children.The purpose is to know how an offer, which breaks the usual aesthetic standards of the
supermarketfor less food waste, is perceived by children and how to communicate on it. To answer this question, the

is very interesting as it remains easier to initiate habits very early in the consumer’s life, rather than making those changes

sensibility to ecological problems, food aesthetic standards and socialization. After outlining the methodology, the results
will be presented. Finally, discussion and contributions will be addressed.

Conceptual framework

skills, knowledge and attitude relevant to become consumers, ecology and aesthetics have to be investigated also from the
socialization point of view.
Socialization

1
2

Despite their abnormal shape, they have the same quality as any other and have followed the same production process
In France, every year 17 football stadiums are wasted

3
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pro-environmental programs implemented at school seem to increase children’s environmental involvement more from a
cognitive point of view than a behaviour one.
Resocialization

resocialization exists. Ecological resocialization refers to the process where parents learn from their children about pro-

decisions about household consumption in relation to pro-environmental issues. However, parenting style and the frequency

Aesthetic standards
The concept of aesthetics was not initially targeting manufactured products. Indeed, the ability to appreciate
aesthetically a product implied the compulsory independence of considerations linked to its use. Marketing literature is

symbolic representations of the product. The visual aspect of the product conveys, for the consumer, information about the
them.

of the fundamental beliefs of our society. It is consequently not only about health, as Hippocrates mentioned, “let food be
as valid among adults as children and transmitted via food socialization. Children will in this way acquire consumption
standards, knowledge, tastes and food preferences transferred from parents, especially. Moreover, children learn eating
feeding another one. So children will also, through the phenomenon of reverse socialization, be the introducers of new

Methodology
Recruitment and tested product

to their age, gender criteria, social category and consumption of apples. Particular attention was paid to verify not only
that the selected children liked and consumed apples but also to check that “ugly products” have never been bought. The
children were also not exposed to the advertising of “ugly” products. The interviews were between 60 and 75 minutes in
length and were conducted privately at home in order to facilitate informant openness.
Proceedings
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gradually applied according to the topics covered. For instance, the DQR has been declined through the theme of “apple”
waste, advertising about these products…). So the DQR has been applied several times in the interview according to the
to the dimensions but not necessarily in the order of the interview guide.
Behavior:
cf.
Affect:

Sensation and Imagery:

Cognition:

Interpersonal relations:

methodisparticularlyadpated to childrenwho manage to express theirthoughtsbetterthanthrough verbal expression.
Data analysis
Consistent with an exploratory approach, content analysis was achieved to identify themes in the interview
narratives.In the initial stage, the two researchers have independently read each verbatim transcript to realize several
independently coded all the interview transcripts. The researchers have discussed their codingsand also their disagreements

Results

of a beautiful/not beautiful apple as well as on aesthetic habits.
Standardization is the norm
Children were requested to describe and draw their representation of: a beautiful apple vs a not beautiful
dimensions more precisely on color and calibration. The beautiful was associated with perfect products, standardized and
calibrated, whereas the not beautiful one was represented by bumps, different shapes, dark colors and associated with
rottenness:“A beautiful apple is the red apple we can see in cartoons, it is a shiny apple”
“Its color
must be homogeneous without marks.”
research products and experience products. Research products are ones the quality and value of which for the consumer

product). These negative mental associations can be akin to beliefs.
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Figure 1
A beautiful and a not beautiful apple: An example of a child’s drawing

Thus, the question of an association between standardization and beauty should be raised. Several decades
ago, the aesthetics of these products were probably perceived differently by children. The establishment of standards by

is necessarily a beautiful apple.Children associate the beautiful with a standardized product. Standardization is the norm
for food products. So, retailers through a homogenized offer have imposed aesthetic standards. Consequently, the not
perceived typicality of the product. Thus, from a cognitive point of view, food and aesthetics are perceived as being strongly
associated.Children want to buy what they are used to buying that is “the normal” product and leave the “not beautiful” for
other people : “If I really have nothing else to eat then I shall eat this apple”
of authenticity, a decrease of aesthetics could be perceived as a reduction of pesticide, but results are only extremely
marginally following such theory.
These reactions are very homogeneous. Only a very marginal case of children opposed authenticity to
beautiful products could refer to the perception of authenticity, a decrease of aesthetics could be perceived as a reduction
of pesticide. But results are only extremely marginally. This difference can be explained by the possession of a vegetable
patch by their parents. “Perfect apples have pesticides, ungracious ones not. Without pesticides, they risk malformation
but they are better. Once, I had a kitchen garden, I had carrots, strange, stuck together… there was no pesticides”
10 y.o).
We also perceive the effect of the aesthetic norm on the taste.When children have been requested to draw a
good apple vs a not good one, they explain that their drawings would be like their drawings related toa beautiful and a not
beautiful apple. In their comments, the good and the bad refer mainly to the functional approach of the product, especially

being:“If the color is bright it means it will be juicy; I avoid big black marks, it means it is moldy inside”
Thus, the spheres of “beautiful and not beautiful” and the one of “good and not good” are extremely linked for children.
Judgements are based solely upon affective/aesthetic dimensions instead of upon organoleptic quality: “A good apple is
normal. That is beautiful”
consuming the product. This is why it can be noticed that standardized products can be bought as impulsive purchases
whereas “not beautiful” products tend to follow more complex patterns of informed purchasing decisions.
character and their status. The buyer/consumer of the “ugly apple” is described with negative feelings such as sadness.
These characters would either be without income or scientists who could understand these products:“An elderly person or
a disabled person because as she is not as the others, she would take this apple which is not as the others too”
“He is one of us,
a normal person”
withconsumption codes reduce this product to a lower rank. These consumersintended for modest people. It is therefore
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products.

Figure 2
Consumers of an ugly apple versus consumers of a beautiful apple: examples of children’s drawings

A homeless person
with nothing to eat

A scientist

A billionaire looking
for recognition

a no waste perspective) appear to show that childrentalk easily about parental socialization, school socialization and
children, in other countries, are starving. Their anti-waste behaviour concerns both social and economic perspectives
food wastage. Indeed, it is the retailer who throws away or does not sell these products. So, individual responsibility is
clearly less involved. Moreover, children do not make any link between waste and ecology. The ecological aspect of these
products doesn’t seem to be a strong enough argument to launch a purchase decision whatever the gender: “No-wastage
does not motivate me, concerning the apple because if I have to buy it, I will not eat it thus I am going to waste it”
12 y. o.).
The choice of conformity
What emerges from, it is that children do not break their parents’ socialization standards, who themselves do not
break the standards dictated by hypermarkets.Children identify what their parents consume and know perfectly what they
explaining upstream which elements to look at when purchasing, or the child learning by observation what parents take
socialization. According to them, their parents would make the choice of conformity by preferring the beautiful product: “My
parents buy only what is beautiful, the opposite is not normal.”
The negative opinion of children towards the “ugly” products increases when the consumption of these products

is linked to an apprehension of being mocked by other children or perceived as different. Clearly, children’s social wellbeing is in danger when they consume “ugly products”. It has consequences on what they are and how they are perceived.

52 - ISSN 1961-7798 - © 2021, International Marketing Trends Conference

J O U R N A L O F M A R K E T I N G T R E N D S - RETAIL

the importance that the consumer attaches to possession, and the belief that consumer goods and services provide the
“I shall be perceived as a loser but I am not a loser. It
is as if I was this strange fruit and I do not want to be perceived as strange. It is important to be normal as the others. With
such a fruit I shall be ashamed. No, I will not bring this fruit at school”
More marketing and less ecological dimension
Taking into account that children’s perceptions and intentions are not positive, children were asked to play the

Their promotion through their price would be counterproductive because a price decrease would raise a concern
regarding their quality and would make them look even less attractive compared to beautiful products. They also highlighted
“If you say they
are ugly, you must sell them for less, because you say they are not beautiful, but if you say they are special you should sell
them as expensive or more”
Moreover, it seems important to further develop a cognitive communication for “ugly products”, as they generate
uncertainty. The brand name “ugly” must be rethought. For children, such a name does not represent these products which
“bizarre, distorted, different, strange, quirky”. Conversely, for them ugly “is made to hurt” “the apple is not ugly, it is not
normal but it is not ugly”. When choosing a food product, the perception of the product will certainly be affected by its
2001). Concretely,here, children are pointing out the fact that even if the word “ugly” offends, once the interest has been
aroused, children don’t want to buy the product. This word contributes to raise its aestheticism and consequently the
signals underlined upfront and related to quality issues. Moreover, it is not the usual way to sell a product. In fact, this “ugly
apple” is considered as “different” and not “ugly” and it is not because it is different that it is not good whereas an “ugly”
with the product and the necessity to suppress differences not by stigmatizing them but, on the contrary, by putting these
“Imagine that there is a city of apples, all the same and that
will buy this apple, then they will explain why this apple is like that” (Noé, 12 y. o.); “In fact, it would be necessary to sell the
“ugly” apple and the “not-ugly” one together in the same box”
Besides, as children have expressed the need to taste the product, the experiential dimension of quality signs
could be useful. This dimension describes information which conveys a guarantee on consumption experience, i.e. which

“I would offer them to
be tasted”
of this apple”
implemented by producers if the latter are able to supply a credible information from the consumers’ point of view :“ I would
have put a question: what does it change? It questions people. We do things by habit and we can change it”
Persuasion or incitation techniques have also been suggested, notably the concept of associating fun elements to
food products to attract children’s attention and leading to impulse buys. This allows them to act as persuaders or deciders
of parents’ purchase decisions. The addition of fun, reinforcing hedonic elements, would attract the child, for instance
“We
(i.e.claire’s brand)”
If the ecological product is connected with a playful promotion adapted to children’s expectations, the purchasing

relevant “to show the utility of ecological behaviour by valuing economical and practical arguments”. So, it seems essential
to think about these products, primarily, through a marketing axis and, secondly, an ecological dimension as an additional
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parents and also to participate in their resocialization:“It is necessary to avoid that the farmer throws away (…). I did not
know but it should be known. In fact, it would be necessary to put a lego gift in it and to say also that it is anti-wasting”

Discussion

the taste and the quality of the product: the standardized product is linked to goodness. Moreover, a non-standardized
product has less value than the standardized products, and the consumer of those products also has “less value” from a
social point of view.
This offer generates a feeling of misunderstanding. It is in contradiction with the aesthetic standards of the
hypermarkets and the expectations of a perfect product. The perception of a non-conform aesthetic stimulus can generate the
feeling of transgression for the consumer, which is a breach making consumers face the “unthinkable” or the “unexpected”,
a contradiction to a norm which is not consciously known by the consumer. Such a breach might lead to an alteration

have consequences for children, thisis the result of a socializationphenomenom.The potential transgression, estimated
here through a change of consumption habits, plays a role on the behavioral intentions. It induces, in this case, the
perception of a product intended for people having a low income: a product for the poorest.

which is even more important for a child when building his/her social identity. That is why children do not want to buy them
and prefer a standardized product, a normal product that they are used to buying.
2018). The study underlines that what is true for adults, is also true for children. In fact, socialization plays a main part in
this phenomenon. Indeed, parents socialize their children according the inferences existing between the beautiful and the
good, and peers socialize children from a social risk perspective.
From a managerial point of view, children have made suggestions for “ugly products” to be accepted. The aim

relevant way to focus consumers’ attention on emotionally appealing products.The deal should contribute to increasing the
value of the product’s image which is perceived as having a low value. This allows an increase in purchasing intentions, to
increase the familiarity with the product, to test the product. The free-gift could lead to shape the behaviour and to change

perceived disruption and transgression, means that children can be more “sensitive” to this kind of product if they get used
to seeing them in store. This point has to be studied because in France, these “ugly products” are more and more sold.
The word “ugly” makes children think about damaged, rotten or inedible food. So, this word “ugly” should not be used
because they stigmatized the product, sending wrong cues concerning the product’s quality. They feel that terms such as
“strange”, “special” will be more relevant in order to sell these products.
“Ugly” product communication should, in order to avoid the social risk perceived by the consumption of this type
of product, integrate in its visual the friendly presence of peers group. This perspective is in line with the recommendations
characters but also a group of peers.
From a societal perspective, even if children are socialized by parents and school concerning food waste in the
link between “ugly products” and ecology is not so easy to make. So, it is necessary to engage in educational campaigns in
order to understand what is food waste. In fact, if children think that it is not good to waste it is for two main reasons. On the
So, it is important to explain in a deeper way that wasting food is an ecological problem. This public policy recommendation

best socialization agent in order to enhance children’s anti-waste knowledge explaining the ecological consequences of
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this phenomenon. Behaviourist actions have more impact than theoretical teaching in order to maintain behaviours in
the supermarket context.The aim of such a socialization is to make them sensitive little by little without feeling any guilt.

the promotion which they contain) in order to convince his/her parents and indirectly to contribute to their resocialization.
School has a key role to play. These lessons can be part of the communication axes related to children food

eudemonism.
Finally, the fact that these teachings take place at school can modify the perceived social risk because peers
valuable behavior.
In the light of this new offer of “ugly products” to reduce waste, the school as a socialization agent may be a keyfactor in countering the lack of awareness of adults in these products. Once aware of “ugly products”, children could act as
Concerning limitations, two exist. On the one hand, the small size of the sample even if a semantical saturation
has been reached. On the other hand, the exploratory perspective of this research. This aspect constituted the directions
for further research. So, deeper investigations must happen concerning socialization about “ugly products”. How to
desensitize people from the aesthetic criteria established by retailers. An idea emanating from this research is, for instance,
to work on the notion of difference. It would have also been instructive to delve more deeply into the explanation to

with the intention of purchasing “ugly food”.Moreover, in which way “ugly food” can result in positive effects on retailer
perception also needs to be investigated.
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Appendix 1
Example of “ugly products”
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