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Abstract

Research around the moral dimension of children’s involvement in consumption culture has tended to focus on the ethics of targeting children as a specific market segment and on children’s progressive cognitive ability to understand either the persuasive intent of commercial advertising or the symbolism inherent in brands.  In contrast, this paper explores the subtle and complex roles which consumption culture may play in the moral development of children themselves.  Just as a cognitive development approach to understanding how children relate to advertising and brand symbolism is limited, so too are philosophical approaches narrowly equating moral development with cognitive development.  We draw on perspectives which consider the social and cultural context of moral evolution to frame a qualitative study of children’s relationships with commodified celebrities.  We focus on the part played by celebrity soccer player David Beckham in providing children with a means of debating and negotiating the moral ambiguities and complexities of contemporary consumer culture, especially those relating to the cults of the celebrity and of the spectacle.    
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Introduction
The moral dimension of marketing to children is a hotly debated subject as witnessed by a recent flurry of best selling titles such as “Toxic Childhood” (Palmer, 2006); “The Commercialisation of Childhood” (Compass, 2006); and “Born to Buy” (Shor, 2004).  In line with a rich academic literature on the consumer socialisation of children (see Roedder John, 1999 for a 25 year review), the “moral” focus of such work tends to be on the ethical implications of engaging with children as a specific market segment.  In contrast, the paper presented here explores the more subtle and complex roles which consumption culture may play in the “moral development” of children themselves: an area that has received far less attention.  We take as our point of departure Cook’s (2004:148) observation that the “conceptual and analytical import” of children’s consumer culture has tended to be overshadowed by (the quite justifiable) moral solicitude focused on fighting against aggressive marketing to children.  We build specifically on his view that “children’s involvement with the materials, media, images and meanings that arise from, refer to and are entangled with the world of commerce figures centrally in the making of persons and of moral positions in contemporary life” (Cook, 2004: 149).

In advancing our exploration, we concentrate on the role of commodified celebrities in children’s moral development, taking England soccer hero David Beckham as an example.  Celebrities have become a pivotal part of our consumer culture and their importance can usefully be understood through Douglas Kellner’s (2006) critique of media culture and the triumph of the spectacle.  Kellner borrows from French theorist Guy Debord’s (1967) concept of the society of the spectacle, which “describes a media and consumer society organized around the production and consumption of images, commodities, and staged events” (Kellner, 2006:2).  Kellner expands on this by arguing that “Media spectacles are those phenomena of media culture which embody contemporary society’s basic values, serve to enculturate individuals into its way of life, and dramatize its controversies and struggles, as well as its modes of conflict resolution” (Kellner, 2006:2).  Celebrity figures are themselves manufactured and managed components of the media spectacle, and as Kellner (2006:5) explains, they “provide dominant role models”.  We suggest that Beckham’s embodiment and reinforcement of particular values, norms and behaviours (whether intentional or not) occurs under conditions of high visibility and close scrutiny and thus make him a relevant locus of attention for understanding aspects of children’s moral development in the context of consumer culture.
Objective and Structure of Paper
The objective of this paper is thus to consider some of the ways in which the culture of celebrity and spectacle contribute to the construction of role models and cultural icons, and the ways in which children might draw on such constructions in developing their own moral discourses.  The paper is structured around three key questions: First, how do children draw on the central cultural and social resources furnished by celebrities and how do they fuel the kind of relational processes that together make up the development of morality in children?  Second, what kind of morality is likely to emerge when iconic celebrities become the site where children’s morality is developed?  Third, what does this mean for children’s understanding of, and value judgments around, a global media culture which restructures contemporary capitalism in terms of spectacle and celebrity cult? 

We begin by examining the role model position occupied by celebrities in contemporary culture and the specific and special place occupied by David Beckham in an English context.  From here we briefly consider the traditional view of children’s moral development and consumer socialisation and we question the applicability of such views when the site of moral development is celebrities.  Next we present findings from an empirical qualitative study which consisted of 8 hours of discussion with 150 junior school children on the role of branded commodities in their everyday lives.  We concentrate on children’s discourse around Beckham and analyse the nature of the morality which spontaneously emerges from their intense debate and negotiation.  We conclude by discussing the implications for those interested in childhood moral development in a society of the spectacular, including marketing practitioners and researchers, teachers, parents and policy-makers.  

Celebrity Role Models

Children’s active engagement with celebrities can be understood as a healthy, generative dynamic, at least in part.  For example, White and O’Brien (1999:83) contend that:   

Playing out hero themes is one way in which children come to understand their society, their role within that society, and their potential for positive impact on it.  Since heroes are individuals, they offer young students something specific and concrete to study.  

That celebrities influence how young people understand themselves and the world around them is supported by Biskup and Pfister (1999) who focus on the social construction of gender and body identities and consider the extent to which athletes serve as role models for boy and girls.  They summarise the appeal of celebrity role models thus:  

[Role-models and idols] offer essential help and orientation, for children and adolescents in particular.  This is especially true in the case of stars and idols who, constantly produced and presented by the mass media, take on the functions of role-models…[and]…bring sparkle and glamour into the workaday routine.  (Biskup and Pfister, 1999:99)  

That role models and idols are produced and presented by the mass media is an important point.  Children of today have, throughout their lifetimes, been exposed to the heightened consumer and media culture increasingly associated with sports in general and, in the UK, with soccer specifically (Swain, 2000).  Indeed, in recent years, much attention has been given to celebrity endorsement (often in the shape of successful sports-people) as a marketing strategy by both marketing researchers and practitioners.  But Biskup and Pfister argue that celebrities and role models do more than add a dash of excitement to young people’s lives or the products they endorse: they also generally represent and reinforce prevailing values and norms.  

David Beckham: a celebrity par excellence

David Beckham is one of the most iconic sports-persons of recent times. An English soccer player, he has achieved fame and recognition world-wide both on and off the pitch.  From 1995 to 2002, Beckham played for Manchester United, one of the most successful clubs in England.  In 2002, he transferred to the Spanish club Real Madrid.  In January 2007, Beckham announced that he had signed a new multi-million dollar contract with the US soccer team LA Galaxy, which he is due to join at the end of the present season.  Beckham captained the English national team from November 2000 until the end of England’s campaign in the 2006 World Cup.  He became a house-hold name both in the UK and abroad not only because of his performance as a mid-fielder and his famous “crosses” and “free kicks”, but also because of his relationship with wife Victoria, formerly a member of the pop music girl-band “Spice Girls”.  The couple—commonly known as “Posh and Becks”—have regularly occupied the media lime-light since the start of their relationship in 1997.  In these various spheres—as a soccer legend, half of a celebrity couple and a fashion icon—Beckham has attracted hype and vilification in equal measures.   

Significantly, Beckham’s celebrity is also highly commodified: he is involved in many lucrative marketing initiatives and sponsorship deals, as part of a phenomenon that is widely referred to as “Brand Beckham”.  In some respects, then, Beckham may be understood as a branded commodity with global reach, and available for consumption through the commercialisation of football, celebrity magazines, his own branded clothing range for younger children, and the various brands and products he endorses.  Soon after his contract with LA Galaxy was announced, the club’s president, Alexi Lalas, went on the record as saying that David Beckham is “worth every penny [of his five-year deal worth $250m]; since we announced the deal we’ve sold thousands of tickets and shirts…He will help revolutionise Major League Soccer economically and from a football point of view.”  Lalas continues: “He has given the club a lot although he hasn’t even played yet.  If you want something great, you have to pay for it” (BBC News, 29 January 2007).  It is hardly surprising, then, that significant interest has been shown by the academic community in David Beckham as a contemporary cultural and consumer icon and commodified celebrity who is a brand in his own right (see Cashmore and Parker, 2003; Giardina, 2003; Ireson, 2001; Parker and Steinberg, 2004; Kellner, 2006).
In making further sense of David Beckham’s iconicity, we draw on Douglas Holt’s (2003) proposition that brands or individuals become icons when they forge a deep connection with the culture, and when they speak to important and contested aspects of the national ideology.  Such myths and/or icons “provide ideals to live by, and they work to resolve life’s most vexing questions” (Holt, 2003:44).  On the one hand, Beckham’s iconicity could be understood to speak to the national conversation around such aspects of modern life as celebrity; style; success; performance and wealth.  But just as Beckham’s iconicity fuels the celebration and hype around these aspects of modern markets and culture, so it could be understood as a concentrated site for the problematisation of the same.  Our interest in this paper is in how children aged 7 to 11 draw on Beckham as a cultural and social resource through which to engage with complex moral dilemmas as part of the process of their moral development in the context of their relational social worlds.
Approaches to Children’s Consumer Socialisation and Moral Reasoning

Until recently, the dominant approach to understanding both the moral development and the consumer socialisation of the child rested on a general acceptance of Jean Piaget’s (1960) age-stage model of childhood cognitive and social development, sometimes termed “developmentalism”.  In developmentalism, the child’s mental and interactive capacities evolve in a linear fashion through a set of biologically predetermined stages.  In line with this understanding of the child, much of the focus of marketing research has been on the effects of age on the emergence and use of brand meanings (see Belk et al., 1982, 1984; Achereiner and Roedder John, 2003; Valkenburg and Cantor, 2001).  Correspondingly, those concerned with enhancing children’s ability to act as educated consumers have focused on identifying ways to improve their knowledge-acquisition skills (see Peracchio, 1992); and, indeed, recent research published in this journal provides a useful critique of discursive representations which construct children and advertising in relation to one another in the increasingly popular field of media literacy education (see O’Sullivan, 2007).  Tellingly, in her landmark review of twenty-five years of research into consumer socialisation of children, the organising conceptual framework appropriated by Roedder John (1999) centres on successive stages of development, “with each stage characterizing children’s thinking, reasoning, and processing at particular ages” (Roedder John, 1999:184).  More recently, Chaplin and Roedder John (2005) have explored the extent to which children, like adults, draw on brands to create and communicate their self-concepts, but the focus remains on age-related differences and developmental factors affecting such self-brand connections.  Thus, much of the research in this field has been underpinned by the implicit view of children as “beings in the making who will become ‘complete’ persons at some point in the future” (Cook, 2004:148).
Of course, we acknowledge that “maturational influences” (Tappan, 2006:14) are important, and it is worth noting that in the study presented in this paper 10-11-year-olds were generally found to be more articulate and ready to participate than 7-8-year-olds.  Nevertheless, we argue that over-reliance on the so-called developmentalist approach may provide a somewhat limited view (see also Nairn and Griffin, 2007; Nairn, Griffin and Gayá Wicks, 2008).  Firstly, such an approach focuses almost exclusively on biological age, thus privileging nature over nurture in what it means to be a child, and overlooking other non-age related factors, such as gender, ethnicity, cultural context and social class.  Furthermore, the developmentalist approach adopts a predominantly cognitive perspective, and largely under-plays the social dynamics of interpretation, peer-group interaction and emotion.  Finally, the cognitive psychology approach seems to suggest that what it means to be a child is both timeless and universal, and does not take into account changes in the socio-cultural context in which children exist.  

In an effort to circumvent the above short-comings, the framework upon which we have drawn in our study is that of Consumer Culture Theory (CCT), a term coined by Arnould and Thompson (2005:868) to refer to “a family of theoretical perspectives that address the dynamic relationships between consumer actions, the marketplace, and cultural meanings”.  This framework focuses on the ways in which groups of people select, interpret, use and assign meaning to marketplace offerings “in the myriad messy contexts of everyday life” (Arnould and Thompson, 2005:875). 

Ritson and Elliot’s (1999) study of teenagers’ social uses of advertising is one example of a study situated within a CCT framework; our own study has parallels with Ritson and Elliot’s (1999) in that it seeks to understand how the research participants themselves—in this case, children between the ages of 7/8 and 10/11—adopt, adapt and assign meanings to aspects of consumer culture—in our case, commodified celebrities.  

Just as the cognitive-developmentalist paradigm has dominated—and arguably restricted—the study of children’s consumer socialisation, so too has it traditionally framed mainstream conversations—both theoretical and practical—around the development of moral reasoning.  Sometimes referred to as “the Kohlberg legacy” (Bergman, 2004), such an approach argues that the capacity for moral reasoning develops through a number of identifiable developmental stages (Kohlberg, 1958, 1976, 1981), roughly corresponding to the stages of cognitive development identified by Piaget.  Kantian-inspired educational psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg (1976) maintains that the highest level of moral development occurs when adults use their capacity for abstract reasoning to make decisions based on universal ethical principles, such as those related to justice.  

That generalisable and abstractive/prescriptive moral judgments are considered to be the “hallmark of morality” (Lourenço, 2003:44) is both implicit and explicit in the work of many other moral theorists (see Colby and Kohlberg, 1987; Turiel, 1983; Turiel et al., 1987) and, indeed, is backed by a long tradition of moral philosophy, from Plato to Kant (Haynes, 1998).  Alternative, post-modern traditions including those of feminist ethics (Noddings, 1984, 1992, 2002; Jaggar, 1992; Mullet, 1988; Gilligan, 1982) and critical race theory (Bell, 1997, 2002; Delgado, 1999; Delgado and Stefancic, 2000; Barber, 2001), as well as the re-emergence of virtue ethics (MacIntyre, 1985; Carr and Steutel, 1999), have succeeded in challenging this paradigm.  Hekman (1995), for example, recognises that discourses which relegate morality to the realm of abstract principles are hegemonic in Western societies, and responsible for silencing not only the “different” moral voice (Gilligan, 1982) but also the ways in which we think and talk about morality, and our understanding of ourselves as moral persons engaged in moral discourse and moral action in the messy contexts of our everyday lives.  As our interest is to consider the intersections between contemporary consumption culture and children’s evolving understanding of moral ambiguities and complexities, the thinking of these challengers provides a particularly useful framework, to which we return in the discussion of our findings.  

Perspectives conceptualising both morality and consumption in ways which recognise the place of the concrete human person, situated in a specific time and place and connected to other thinking-feeling persons in complex processes of meaning-making, therefore form the conceptual framework for our empirical work, to which we now turn.

Empirical Research

The findings reported here emerged from a larger empirical study which posed the following question: how do children mobilise, interpret and assign social meaning to the brand symbols made available to them? In 28 group discussions with children from two junior schools in England, we sought to explore children’s engagement with brands and consumption culture from a contextual perspective; as a social interpretive phenomenon; and as something which is a product of, as well as actively productive of, a specific historical period peopled with specific actors.  Methodological decisions were taken with the following overarching purpose in mind: we wished to discover how children themselves adopt, adapt and assign meanings to consumption objects and commercial influences in their everyday lives.  Specifically, in line with our intention to capture a child’s view rather than an adult’s view, we wanted to ensure that the consumption objects included in our study were those which children saw as meaningful to them.  This is an important departure from previous studies on children’s consumer socialisation, where the subject matter for discussion is suggested by adults (Belk et al., 1982, 1984).  Indeed, more broadly, recent research published in this journal argues that “an important unrealised possibility for solving the ‘problem’ of advertising to children would be to refocus the research agenda on children’s, rather than adults’, perspectives” (O’Sullivan, 2007:x).  Our aim was also to move away from conventional Piagetian-centred approaches which emphasise cognitive development as a key factor determining how children relate to consumption.  Arguably, such approaches focus on ascertaining the extent to which children of different ages can correctly interpret the adult world, as if adult understandings are the ideal or objective standard by which human behaviour should be understood.  Instead, our focus was on the nature of the discourses and processes through which children collectively responded to the consumption objects which they identified as particularly relevant and/or interesting.

In fulfilling the above objectives, our study was divided into two phases.  The first phase was designed to identify the consumption objects for discussion in the second phase.  In an effort to speak to children from a range of social and economic backgrounds, we approached one private school and one state school in a small English city.  We obtained permission from the schools, parents and the children themselves to hold group discussions with 72 children (12 groups of 6 children), drawn in equal numbers from Year 3 (ages 7/8) and Year 6 (ages 10/11).  In order to gain access to a range of social situations in which meanings could be explored, we arranged the groups so that in each school a third were girls only, a third boys only, and a third mixed.  

In each group, we asked the children to collectively list “the things kids in your class are into at the moment”.  Two researchers independently analysed the interview scripts and the lists and flip charts created during the group discussions and together selected the 14 brands mentioned most consistently across groups and which generated most excitement, interest and debate (although not necessarily consensus).  These were used as the stimuli for the second part of the study (see table 1).   The brand list notably included a range of sports stars, pop stars and TV shows as the children clearly regarded these as symbolic commodities in the same way as toys and games. 

 Table 1: The 14 brands selected for discussion in stage 2

Busted 

a boy band marketed at children that split up in 2005

McFly 

another boy band marketed at children, launched after Busted 


and still going

Britney Spears 
twenty something singer, popular with children
David Beckham 
celebrity Captain of the England football team at the time of the 


study

The Simpsons 
popular American cartoon TV show

Barbie 

fashion doll which has been marketed to girls for over 40 years

Bratz 


new series of fashion dolls marketed specifically at female 



‘tweens’

Action Man 

action figure which has been marketed to boys for several 



decades

Beyblades 

small spinning tops used to fight against other children’s tops

Pokemon 

Japanese trading card game

Playstation, 
X-Box, Game Cube
3 competing brands of video games console

Yu-Gi-Oh 

Japanese trading card game, produced after Pokemon

The empirical basis for this paper lies in the findings from the second phase of the study, which took place six months after phase one (in the summer of 2005), and which consisted of facilitated in-depth discussions with a further 56 children (16 groups of 3 or 4 children) in the same year groups of the same schools.  

In line with our commitment to understand children’s negotiations from their own point of view rather than that of an adult, we drew our methodology for stage 2 from within the existential-phenomenology paradigm as applied to consumer research by Thompson et al. (1989).  Drawing on the work of Giorgi (1983), Thompson et al. (1989:133) propose that blending existential philosophy and phenomenological methodology results in a “contextually based, holistic psychology that views human beings in non-dualistic terms and seeks to attain a first-person description of experience.”  In line with suggestions for this sort of research by Kvale (1983) it was important for the children as interview subjects to feel empowered to share their experiences, particularly as they were in a school setting where adults are usually in control.  It was made clear from the outset that brands for discussion had been suggested by other children, not by adults and there were no right or wrong answers: just a real interest in their own views.  The researcher simply presented each group with a picture of each of the 14 brands in turn and asked “what do you think of …?”   
Our dataset consisted of 390 double spaced A4 pages of verbatim transcript and over 8 hours of video footage of the children’s discussions.  The researcher’s contribution to the discussion was less than 5% (about 10 double spaced pages out of 390) and consisted mainly of the introduction of each picture or invitations to particular children to contribute.  Analysis of the body language in the videos and a word count of the contribution made by each child convinced us that none of the groups had been hijacked by a dominant child.  Moreover, as we conducted 16 groups (a large number for most qualitative research purposes) the effects of one or two dominant individuals in the whole text was minimised.  We thus felt we had achieved the goals of the phenomenological interview process in a group setting: attaining children’s own views of their experience of brands.
Analysis Procedure
Three researchers separately conducted a qualitative thematic discourse analysis of the 390 pages of transcript, using video footage for clarification of tone of voice.  In line with our interpretive framework, we used an emic approach where the interpretation in the first instance relies on the respondents’ own terms and category systems rather than the researchers’ (Kvale, 1983 in Thompson et al., 1989).  The researchers met in order to challenge each other’s reading of the text in an attempt to minimise interpretations not strictly emic in nature.  The next stage of analysis was based on the hermeneutic circle (Bleicher, 1980) which involves an iterative, part-to-whole reading strategy by which researchers develop a holistic understanding of each individual group discussion transcript, while noting similarities and differences across age groups, gender and schools.  
Having been asked by the interviewer “What do you think of David Beckham?” the children went on, unprompted, to focus on Beckham’s participation in commercial spheres.  Their talk about Beckham was characterised by its vehemence, high emotional tone, intensity of disputes and sharp differences of opinion regarding Beckham’s sporting ability, physical appearance, family life, and his involvement in commodified celebrity culture.  The group discussions were also notable for the wide range of moral issues addressed by the children in their talk about Beckham and the dilemmatic quality of their discourse in this respect.

In the following sections we present our interpretation of data that illustrates children’s experience of adult narratives which constitute David Beckham as a role model in addition to their own debates and discussions around “showing off”, “trying too hard” and “just reward”.  The data shows how children were able to grapple with complexities and hold moral ambiguities around Beckham’s increasingly intensified engagement in commercial spheres.  We present relevant interview extracts, accompanied by our qualitative interpretation of the data.   

Findings and Interpretations
Perseverance, hard work and courage: Children’s responses to adults’ narratives about Beckham
Children’s accounts reflected their exposure to pervasive narratives about Beckham that circulate in popular culture or as recounted by parents and significant adults.  A number of children told the story of Beckham being sent off during the 1998 World Cup, and expressed admiration for the way in which he became a stronger player following this low point in his career.  In an 11-year-old boy’s words: 

“...I think he’s quite uh, hard inside because sort of things we got told about the 1998 World Cup when he missed a penalty – when he fouled, yes.  But he was sent off and everyone in England blamed it on him and most people would’ve just left England and deserted to another country…So he’s quite tough…I admire that he, like, didn’t just run away from it all.  He faced up to it, and played the best football that he could.”  

(Boy, single-sex Year 6 group, private school)

This boy seems to be articulating, with a certain degree of clarity and sophistication, a particular set of attributes and/or behaviours which are to be applauded: in this case, “facing up to” difficulties, doing one’s “best”, and being “tough” and “hard inside”.  Interestingly, the children we interviewed would have been babies and toddlers in 1998, and indeed it appears that accounts of Beckham are in part shaped by the stories they themselves have been told by adults or encountered in the media.  On occasion, children recounted instances in which such stories were shared with the intention to instil “perseverance”, “hard work”, and “courage in the face of adversity” as positive qualities to strive towards, as the following extract suggests:

Boy 1: Um, yeah, David Beckham, he’s good at football, and, um, coz Mr. Rover was saying at Assembly the other day about the abuse he was suffering from, um, coz of a match against Argentina a while ago, not sure when, when he kicked someone coz he was a bit annoyed.  Coz he was on the floor coz he just –

Boy 2: That guy dived!

Boy 1: Yeah, I know.

Interviewer: Ok, so…

Boy 1: And he was being abused by everybody. 

Girl 1: Yeah, he got sent off.

Boy 1: And then in the match, or two years later, or in the next season, he was doing just amazing.  He did, he gave 200%, as Mr. Rover says.  

Interviewer: So why do you think that Mr. Rover was telling you this story?

Boy 1: Err, because he didn’t give up when a lot of players probably would have, and he had the courage to face all the people who were abusing him.  

(Mixed Year 6 group, private school)

Thus we see that, in part, discourses which present Beckham as a role model seem to be constructed in interactions amongst children and significant adults.  In the example presented above, it seems evident that the head-teacher perceived that the story of David Beckham’s “fall from grace” and his eventual “redemption” would be an engaging and valuable lesson for children.  

That such narratives are co-constructed is indicated by a 10-year-old girl’s reflections on David Beckham’s own account of his life, as represented, mediated and spectacularised in his autobiography. 


“He’s had like, goods and bads in his life and when he writes his autobiography so you actually know what he’s been through and everything, so I think you should give him a bit of respect for what he does and everything, but sometimes he just takes it over the top.”  

(Mixed Year 6 group, private school)

“Trying too hard”: children’s ambivalence towards Beckham’s commodification and self-“promotion” 
The latter sentiment (going “over the top”) is a common theme in discussions around Beckham.  The 10-year old girl quoted above expresses empathy in relation to “the goods and bads in his life” and “what he’s been through”, as well as “respect for what he does”.  Thus, she seems to be differentiating between what she understands as the actuality of his life, which she is able to view with respect and appreciation, and what she understands as a tendency by David Beckham to want to stretch this further somehow, or “take it over the top”. 
So what does “taking it over the top” mean in this context?  The accusation would seem to refer to several dimensions of Beckham’s conduct and children’s value judgments around these.  In part, Beckham’s perceived tendency to “over-do” things seems to be closely associated with the care and attention which he gives to his appearance, and which is evidently off-putting to some children.  For example, a 10-year-old boy explains: 

“I don’t know, I just sort of feel, I dunno like, he just tries to look, like handsome…But he ends up being, looking like he wants to look handsome.  Like he’s trying too hard.”   

(Mixed Year 6 group, state school)

The discomfort expressed by the boy above is likely to be rooted, at least in part, in hegemonic understandings of gender identity and traditional masculinity, which Beckham’s behaviour might be understood to challenge to some degree (see Parker and Steinberg, 2004).  Additionally, we contend that the above quote says something about children’s perceptions around (in)authenticity and the process of spectacularisation.  The children are able to appreciate Beckham’s perseverance, determination and hard work in relation to his sporting career as positive virtues.  However, “trying too hard” to present himself as handsome and “looking like he wants to look handsome” is constructed as problematic by at least some of the children.  We suggest that what they find troubling is the sense that he draws too much attention to himself and to his intentional, self-conscious project of commodification, and that a more subtle, low-key approach would be preferred.  This is further evidenced by the following point made by an 8-year-old girl:

“I quite like him, the only thing I don’t like about him is [that] he thinks too much about himself and his hairstyles, he sometimes, every match, he sometimes he just has his hair in a different place.”

(Mixed Year 3 group, private school)

It is significant that the child quoted above explains that what she finds disquieting is that “he thinks too much about himself”.  This suggests that he is seen as somewhat self-obsessed, and moreover, consciously and deliberately constructing himself somehow (“he thinks too much about himself”).  This intentional self-construction is seemingly embodied through his choice of hair style, but more importantly, through the perception that he is continually changing styles, and doing so in the public eye (“in every match”).        

A 10-year-old boy from a different group also expresses distaste in relation to Beckham’s fashion choices and constantly changing appearance:    

“Well, I’m, I’m, I don’t particularly like him because he’s a bit of a – he’s always trying, I dunno, diamond earrings on which are worth 2 million pounds, which is actually pointless…And he’s, kind of always shows off and like getting new hairstyles every week isn’t – it’s very odd…”







(Single-sex Year 6 group, private school)
The boy’s assertion that Beckham is “always trying… on” diamond earrings; that he “always shows off”; and that he “[gets] new hairstyles every week” could be saying something about David Beckham’s active and unceasing involvement in presenting and calling attention to himself, in other words, in his spectacularisation.  “Showing off” seems to refer to several types of behaviour, including conspicuous, wanton, and spectacular consumption: consider, for example, the boy’s reference to the “pointless[ness]” of the £2 million diamond earrings.  
In a related vein, and as will be demonstrated hereafter, “showing off” seems also to refer to a) actively courting high visibility in the press and b) flaunting one’s wealth, status and other assets (including, in the case of the male person, conventionally attractive physical appearance) – and doing so in the prospect of additional material gain.  Hence, children’s discourse around the appropriateness of “showing off” seem to revolve around what it is that is being rendered too visible or obvious.  In this case, Beckham’s actions would seem to be making the planned and conscious element of his branded image too obvious, highlighting the fact that the commodified image of Beckham which is available for public consumption is not authentically him, but something that is purposefully styled and staged.  (For a recent exploration of the dynamics of artists’ [manufactured] authenticity and audiences’ responses and interpretations of [in]authenticity around this, as well as implications for the practice of leadership and followership, see Ladkin and Taylor, 2007).              
“Showing off” seems also to encompass the act of receiving too much money in exchange for insufficient work/effort.  This led the children to engage with questions around just and proportionate monetary reward, to which we now turn.   
The commercialisation of sport and the question of proportionate reward

While the children seemed to represent Beckham’s sporting achievements as worthy of respect and celebration, the levels of material success he has attained seem to be viewed as somewhat unsettling, and give rise to questions about proportionate and just reward.  In the interview extract presented below, the children appear to draw—whether consciously or unconsciously—on the opportunities offered by the present dialogical interchange to affirm their own evolving understanding of what proportionate and just reward would mean in this context.  At the same time, engagement in such a dialogical space allows children to practice navigating the subtleties and uncertainties which arise.  The differences of opinion gave rise to some interesting tensions, especially for some of these children who are on the edge of puberty, relating to how they make sense of others’ viewpoints and how these impact on aspects of their own self-concepts
.  
Girl 1: I hate David Beckham, he’s horrible, he just shows off, every magazine I read, he’s in there, he just shows off.

Girl 2: Do you know why, cause he’s actually fit and no one else is fitter than him and that’s why he’s always in the magazines and adverts –

Boy 1: For one advert he must get about five million pounds!

Girl 2: That’s cause he’s mega fit.  

Boy 1: Stop saying that, it’s scary!

Girl 2: I’m trying to get round to you that he is F-I-T, that does spell ‘fit’!

(Mixed Year 6 group, state school)

The above exchange demonstrates that while some children expressed disbelief and discomfort at the material wealth and high visibility commanded by Beckham, others viewed his fame and fortune as the just reward for the qualities he embodies, in particular his physical attributes.  While the boy and the first girl seem to be of the opinion that Beckham cannot possibly be worthy of such intense media attention and admiration, nor of such substantial financial remuneration, the second girl argues that it is his authentic and absolute claim to fitness or sexual attraction (“he’s actually fit and no one else is fitter than him”) which explains and justifies this state of affairs.  Hence, we see tensions experienced in interpreting the extent to which the hype around David Beckham could be seen as (dis)proportionate and/or (un)justified.  

Of course, the question with which the children grapple, regarding whether the immense material rewards reaped by celebrity sports-people are appropriate, is one which reflects undercurrents of discontent in a society in which increasingly extensive gaps in material wealth are experienced (see MacDonald and Marsh, 2005).  
The extract below provides further evidence that common discourses around right-ness and wrong-ness are socially mediated and situated within specific socio-historical contexts:

Boy 1: I think he’s a bit of a show off.  

Interviewer: A bit of a show off.  Do you hear much about him? Like on TV…

Boy 1: Yeah, in the paper, that’s where I’ve got that thing from, that he gets like loads of money, and my dad was reading it, and then, coz he doesn’t like him either, I think.  And then he says “Blimey, he gets lots of money, for just sort of sitting around, doing nothing.”  

(Single-sex Year 6 group, state school)

Indeed, the many references to Beckham’s participation in adverts and the speculation as to the large sums he receives in exchange may be interpreted as a critique of the increasing commercialisation of soccer players.  This is again a trend which has elicited its share of condemnation from spectators of many walks of life.  Such condemnation forms part of a situated, common discourse upon which children draw.  
Grappling with complexity: the dilemmatic nature of children’s moral development 
We would argue that an important quality of children’s discussions around David Beckham is their apparent appreciation of some of the subtleties, complexities and uncertainties which are inherent in making sense of and passing judgment on others’ actions and the negotiated and dilemmatic quality of their discourses.  Shortly after the (somewhat heated) “F-I-T” debate in reply to one of the boys’ accusation that “All he thinks about is adverts”, the second girl again defends Beckham, saying: “…he does, like, think about his family, because he has actually just had, what’s the baby called, Cruise, that’s it, and I think Brooklyn’s a lot like him…”.  In their debates around David Beckham the children grapple with the paradox of a man who epitomises the increasingly commercialised world par excellence and who can, at the same time, be construed as an active and engaged father and husband, a male pin-up, and furthermore, as a role model in relation to sporting achievement, perseverance and hard work, and as an ambassador of England and long-term captain of the national team in what is popularly construed as the national sport.     

Children come face to face with the many ambiguities and complexities involved in making sense of what David Beckham’s persistent and intensified participation in commercial spheres means for his positioning as a successful sportsman, team captain, a would-be role model, and even a committed family man.  The 8-year-old girl quoted below, for example, attempts to articulate her sense that fame and performance do not necessarily go hand-in-hand.  If anything, the child seems to be pointing to a causal link between “thinking too much of himself” and what she sees as his flagging performance as a soccer player:   

“Yeah I like [David Beckham]…I just think he plays very well…but he’s starting to think too much of himself and he’s not getting so good anymore, coz he’s thinking too much of himself…I just think that it’s best when he’s not famous.”

(Mixed Year 3 group, private school)

We therefore contend that while at times the children seemed able to articulate their perspectives quite clearly—for example, their apparent dislike of Beckham’s cashing in on adverts—their discussions were also characterised by an awareness of the various different perspectives available from which to view Beckham and his status as a soccer player, style icon, commodified celebrity and so on.  In the tail-end of a discussion in which the children express their disapproval of the media attention allegedly coveted by David and Victoria Beckham, the children are also able to engage in a complex debate concerning the difficult relationship between highly visible celebrities like “Posh and Becks” and an insatiable media industry:      

Boy 1: I think it’s wrong how the press can manipulate people, I think they should be, they should have to get permission from the person who they are writing the story on to publish the story.

Interviewer: Uh-huh.

Boy 1: I reckon they should be able to fine people for, newspapers for writing, discriminating…

Boy 2: Yeah saying like he’s with (inaudible).

Interviewer: OK, so you think that the press manipulate him in a way?

Boy 1: Like naming the new child like on the radio before they’ve even got out for, you know -

Boy 2: It’s like before they left the hospital told the press, and then they like, I reckon they should’ve asked them for permission coz they told the hospital that they didn’t want anyone to know and they told the press that…

Interviewer: Ok, so you don’t really like the way the press does that then?

Boy 1: No.

Boy 2: No, I think it’s wrong.

Boy 1: Even though like not many people like him and lots of people would like him to get out of football and like be a normal person, I think it’s still quite wrong that he should just get blamed for all those things.

(Single-sex Year 6 group, state school)

What is particularly notable about the above extract is that this discussion reflects a fairly sophisticated discussion of moral issues, including an appreciation of the tensions between an individual’s right to privacy and the freedom of the press, and of the notion of shared accountability and culpability.  Hence, although aspects of the children’s discussions seem to suggest that they hold David Beckham himself responsible for the choices made in positioning himself as something other than “a normal person”, some children are also able to appreciate the role of the popular media and of the public gaze in contributing to such constructions. 
By and large, the moral perspectives evidenced in the children’s conversations seemed less to do with abstracting, intellectualising or achieving a final clarity around a static set of moral convictions.  Rather, an important aspect of these conversations seemed to be that of appreciating and navigating the tensions and contradictions encountered when making sense of David Beckham as a complex cultural icon.  An 11-year-old girl appreciates the intensity of feeling with which conversations around Beckham are sometimes imbued, and is able to acknowledge that she finds herself both drawn and conflicted by such strength of feeling:   

 “I don’t know what I think about him because he is, he’s been in so much, because my cousin was a huge fan of him and Man United, but then he absolutely hated him and cut up all his shirts because he moved to Real Madrid.  And he thought that he betrayed Man United, but many people don’t like actually know what happened behind all the football and stuff, so, I don’t know what to think of him, but I think he’s a bit of a show-off and I do take the mick out of him sometimes.”

(Mixed Year 6 group, private school)

Following on from two boys’ comments: “…he doesn’t need to do other stuff like modelling” and “Yeah, he just wastes his time, I mean he’s got so much money, I mean, what can you spend it all on?” she continues to put forward an alternative perspective which complicates and clouds the matter, and highlights the more facile and off-hand nature of the boys’ comments: 

“He might be in debt though, that’s the only problem coz many people, you think they’re amazingly rich but they show their house and everything and you wonder why they make so much exposure to their family and everything, then you think, oh my gosh, they’re in so much debt they have to do this.”  

Thus the girl quoted above problematises others’ certainty around David Beckham: earlier, she had made reference to her cousin’s intense allegiance to Beckham, and the sense of betrayal which said cousin suffered following Beckham’s move to Real Madrid.  And yet, she does not ally herself with either of these extremes; instead, she senses that there may be something unknown (and knowable) “behind all the football and stuff”.  Above, she wonders whether Beckham’s iconic celebrity façade might hide a secret—his debt—which would explain his otherwise incomprehensible engagement in celebrity culture and the commodification of his and his family’s lives/selves.

Discussion
We now turn to a discussion of the three central questions posed by this paper: how do children draw on the central cultural and social resources furnished by celebrities and how do they fuel the kind of relational processes that together make up the development of morality in children; what kind of morality is likely to emerge when iconic celebrities become the site where children’s morality is developed; what does this mean for children’s understanding of, and value judgments around, a global media culture which restructures contemporary capitalism in terms of spectacle and celebrity cult? 

1. How do children draw on the central cultural and social resources furnished by celebrities and how do they fuel the kind of relational processes that together make up the development of morality in children?
The children in our study drew on Beckham as a cultural and social resource through which to engage with complex moral dilemmas in the context of their relational social worlds.  Specifically, Beckham was seen as a concentrated site for the discussion and problematisation of such aspects of modern life as celebrity; style; success; performance and wealth.  
We find it useful here to draw on contemporary moral theorist Mark Tappan’s (2006) argument that we give form and substance to our moral voices (and to our moral action) through the use and mastery of “socio-cultural tools”.  These tools, or “moral mediational means” include words, language and forms of discourse which originate, and are often hegemonic, in one’s particular socio-historical context.

At least some of the mediational means and socio-cultural tools upon which children drew in our study emerged from, were entangled with, and/or responded to specific aspects of consumption culture.  These included hegemonic understandings of masculinity; evolving understandings of the commercialisation of sport, the cult of the celebrity, and the role of the media glare; as well as of the nature of paid employment, wealth distribution, consumption, and debt.  Additional mediational means included the language of individual rights, responsibility and culpability; and such commonly-accepted virtues as perseverance, hard work, modesty and loyalty to one’s country/team.  Thus we suggest that the children drew on the multiple cultural and social resources available to them in order to make sense of David Bekcham’s iconicity, and that, in doing so, they became involved in articulating, affirming and reinforcing their understandings of what is considered good in their social context(s). 
Furthermore, it would appear that adult narratives which frame David Beckham as a role model are underpinned by this intention.  For example, the narrative around Beckham’s “fall from grace” following the match with Argentina in the 1998 World Cup, and his eventual “redemption”, could be understood in Tappan’s (2006) terms as a socio-cultural tool which children and adults appropriate in order to “make sense of a particular social situation, and thus to construct a response to the [moral] question[s]” (2006:10).  In this case, the relevant moral questions, if explicitly framed, might have been along the lines of: How might we make amends for past mistakes?  What is the appropriate way to respond to criticism and adversity? Understood in this way, engagement with the seemingly remote but very public foibles of figures like David Beckham allows children to tease out responses to moral questions which are directly relevant and significant to them, even at a relatively young age.  

2. What kind of morality is likely to emerge when celebrities become the site where morality is developed?  
We propose that the kind of morality likely to emerge when celebrities become the site where moral convictions are developed could be understood as an ambivalent, contested, negotiated, located and mediated one.  Ambivalent, because of the general absence of clear-cut distinctions and certainties around what constitutes “right” and “wrong”, “good” or “bad”.  As we have seen, engagement with a concrete, controversial figure muddies understandings and brings into relief some of the complexity associated with making value judgments (for example, at what point does perseverance cross the line into “trying too hard”?).  Because of this, such a morality is likely to be contested.  Indeed, children’s dialogue around David Beckham allows them to critically engage with such grey areas as consumerism, self-promotion, celebrity status, material wealth and media representation, and to form their own (socially and culturally mediated) perspectives on the extent to which these dynamics are (un)desirable and (un)commendable.  Inherent to this, of course, is the ever-present possibility for disagreement, debate and doubt.

Furthermore, such a morality could be described as negotiated, since—as shown by the children’s conversations—values and perspectives are established in relationship with others, and are revisited and refined in discursive spaces in ongoing ways.  Thus we see that, in their current discussions, children draw on previous conversations and existing narratives around David Beckham, and on significant others’ interpretations of him.  We therefore arrive at a morality quite distinct from that advocated by the cognitive-developmentalist paradigm which has traditionally dominated (Bergman, 2004; Hekman, 1995) understandings of moral reasoning and moral functioning.  Such a morality is not based on abstract, universal principles, nor on cognitive-rational internal monologues divorced from social influences, but is instead located within specific cultural and historical contexts.  It is also mediated since it is framed within, shaped by, and in constant dialogue with specific “socio-cultural tools” and “mediational means”, which in this case include participation within, and discourses around, the cults of the celebrity, of the spectacle, and of global media culture.  
Our study suggests that children’s experiences of an increasingly commercialised world, and their active participation in common discourses around celebrity, media and commodification, meaningfully contributes to their moral unfolding.  It does so by making space for engaged and located sense-making; for the holding of ambiguity and contention; and for the appropriation of, and negotiation around, specific moral discourses.      

3. What does this mean for children’s understanding of, and value judgments around, a global media culture which restructures contemporary capitalism in terms of spectacle and celebrity cult? 
Children’s discourses around David Beckham provide them with a means of articulating, debating and negotiating some of the moral ambiguities and complexities of contemporary consumer culture.  Specifically, the children focused on Beckham’s production (by himself and others) as a spectacular celebrity, and expressed ambivalence and discomfort around the commodified self, spectacular consumption, the commercialisation of sport, and an insatiable media.  However, we do not suggest that our findings point to an utter rejection of or resistance to these aspects of consumption culture on the part of children.  Indeed, the findings presented here could be interpreted as evidence that children themselves are caught up in the cult of the spectacle.  In responding to our open-ended question “What are kinds in your class into at the moment?”, the children betrayed the influence of media culture on what was important to them, since much of what they chose to talk about could be described as spectacularised and mediated.  But the children in our study were not just passive recipients of these productions and representations.  In saying this, we again align ourselves with Kellner (2006), who rejects the notion that political spectacles are all-powerful and overwhelming, and instead points to the unpredictability of the politics of the spectacle; to the uncertainty of a spectacle’s success; and to the possibility of it backfiring.  
The children engaged with the subject of David Beckham in ways which were both framed within, and bounded by, global media culture and the cult of the celebrity and which also allowed them to proactively identify, construct and experiment with moral dilemmas and ambiguities in terms which were meaningful to them and which are relevant in the context of their increasingly commercialised childhoods.  Indeed, we see children’s expression of ambiguity, discomfort and uncertainty as part and parcel of their moral unfolding in the context of a culture where issues of markets and consumption necessarily intersect with questions around the pursuit of a “good” life, and where children and adults engage with questions of ethics and morality as an inherent part of their engagement with objects and acts of consumption


Implications in a society of the spectacular
We firmly believe that if we are to help children navigate their increasingly commercialised lives, we need to advance thinking on both children’s moral development and consumer socialisation beyond the cognitive-rational, developmentalist view.  As concerned and responsible marketing practitioners, researchers, parents, teachers and/or policy-makers, we need to go beyond simply ascertaining whether children understand the persuasive intent of marketing directed towards them, and develop a much richer understanding of the complex social roles which brands and celebrities play in children’s everyday lives.  In this, we align ourselves with Schroeder and Borgerson’s (2005:581) suggestion that “there is relatively little education about marketing communication’s social, cultural and pedagogical roles”, and also with their argument (following Scott and Batra, 2003) that rather than restrict ourselves to “an information-based model of marketing communication as persuasion”, we need to “fully [acknowledge] how marketing also acts as a representational system that produces meaning outside the realm of the promoted product or service” (Schroeder and Borgerson, 2005:579).  

In this vein, we have offered support to alternative understandings of moral development which emphasise its situated, contextual, dialogic and constructed nature.  Such an understanding would enable us to see that the cult of the spectacle and the celebrity—and its embodiment through David Beckham—produces meaning; becomes a site for children’s unfolding moral discourses; and also becomes a subject for children’s exploration.  Thus the relationship we outline between particular aspects of consumption culture and moral development is a complicated one, emphasising both the role of consumption culture as a framework within which moral unfolding happens, and children’s ability to construct morally-engaged positions which hold complexity and ambivalence around the “rightness” and/or “wrongness” of specific aspects of consumption culture.  

Our findings therefore support the view that those of us concerned with children’s participation in consumption need to go beyond the polarised debate which alternatively portrays children in terms of vulnerability or autonomy (O’Sullivan, 2007), as either innocent, gullible victims of the marketing machine or as savvy social agents able to creatively appropriate consumer culture.  Cook (2004:149) argues for a third position, “…one that rejects the either/or structure of the problem, [and] understands that the battles waged over and around children’s consumer culture are no less than battles over the nature of the person and the scope of personhood in the context of the ever-expanding reach of commerce”.

Implications for Marketing Researchers and Practitioners

One implication for marketing researchers and practitioners is that the ethical dimension of targeting children is not bounded by children’s cognitive understanding of persuasive intent; rather, the ethical implications of marketing to children extend to the specific values and norms which are embodied and reinforced in marketing messages, and upon which children may draw in formulating their own understandings of the nature and the scope of personhood and of what is (un)acceptable and (un)desirable in their society (see Schroeder and Borgerson, 2004).  Furthermore, and beyond the either/or, we argue that through engagement with processes and acts of commodification children can come to form and articulate their own (albeit culturally and socially mediated) judgments regarding the extent to which they can see value in such commodification.  This in itself should be of interest to marketing practitioners and researchers, as they reflect on how children make sense of and respond to an increasingly commercialised world, in the multiple roles that they occupy, not only as active consumers, but as spectators, commentators, opinion-leaders and influencers vis-à-vis consumer culture.

Implications for Teachers, Parents and Policy Makers

Beyond implications for the study of children’s consumer socialisation, an understanding of children as moral actors in the messy contexts of their everyday lives has important implications for teachers, parents, and policy-makers concerned with children’s moral education and with the ethical implications of their participation in increasingly commercialised contexts.  Firstly, our findings suggest that through engaging with concrete figures and specific situations of interest to them, children are able to make space for individual and collaborative sense-making and debate around what they experience as the relevant ambiguities and issues of tension and contention.  Thus we advocate that any effort to engage children in formal education around morality and values would do well to a) privilege those subjects of study and discussion which the children themselves identify as being of relevance and interest to them; b) attend to the common discourses on which children draw, and recognise that moral choices and moral voices are inherent and implicit within these; and c) begin from the specific moral ambiguities, uncertainties and tensions which children choose to get “stuck into”.  
Secondly, and following on from point “c”, those concerned with children’s moral education would do well to recognise children’s emerging ability to hold tensions and to appreciate some of the complexity and uncertainty involved in making value judgments, even around such complex and pervasive influences as that of the cult of the celebrity and the “spectacular”.  Arguably, many stories for children rely on simplistic representations of “good” versus “evil” and on versions of “heroes” and “villains” archetypes.  The implication is that, alongside proposing particular role models and specific moral values and/or frameworks (around “democracy” and “Britishness”, for example), teachers, parents, and policy-makers need to consider how children’s moral education could be constituted so as to facilitate debate and the development of critical reflexiveness around the complex social patterns and dynamics of which they are a part.  We would thus privilege those approaches which incorporate informal conversation, debate, and criticality, and which acknowledge and reflect on the tensions and contradictions often felt by people when attempting to make sense of the human condition and of their lived experience.  We argue that such approaches are likely to be experienced as more meaningful and effective than those grounded in the assumption that complex human dynamics such as “Britishness” can be packaged and “taught” in straight-forward, unilateral ways.              

Thirdly, and following on from all of the above, an understanding of ourselves—both children and adults—as implicitly moral persons engaged in moral discourse and moral action in the messy contexts of our everyday lives signifies an explicit shift in the ways in which we might talk about ethical decision-making and value judgments with one another.  In particular, we can communicate to children that common discourses around morality, appropriate human conduct, and “the good life” are not static, and that critically engaging with alternative interpretations in their everyday lives and in interaction with others is an important part of developing moral voices.  As significant adults, we can help children to make sense of the challenges and opportunities involved in adopting and resisting prevailing moral discourses, including the difficulties inherent in making moral judgements in the face of ambiguity, complexity and multiple perspectives.  Furthermore, we may help children to see that they will continually be faced with choices regarding how they interpret morality and themselves and others as moral persons, and that claims of uncertainty and confusion (“I don’t know what to think”) may represent not moral immaturity, but a moral self in the thick of critical engagement with complex questions and with opportunities for morality-in-the-making.  

Limitations and Further Research

The research was limited to discussions with children in two schools, both located in the same city in the South West of England.  Future studies should work with a more diverse sample of children from different socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds.  Furthermore, our analysis concentrated on one celebrity from the field of sport.  Future work could usefully explore how children’s moral discourses unfold around popular bands, particularly “manufactured” groups such as NSYNC; or around TV shows such as Friends or The Simpsons.  More from our data!  

We suggest that the children in our study were—implicitly if not explicitly—engaging in discussion around moral action and expressing moral voices.  Moral discourses emerged not in self-conscious, forced or abstractive ways, but naturally, in the ebbs and flows of conversation, as children drew on discourses around celebrities, consumption, commodification, and the spectacular.  Having given support to understandings of moral development which emphasise its contextual and situated nature, future research designs could create opportunities for children to explore the moral dilemmas which are immediately relevant to them in their own lives and could pursue the role of both adults and children in co-constructing, reinforcing and resisting particular moral discourses.  We suggest that these kinds of conversations need to be seen not only as the domain of philosophers and students of meta-ethics, but as legitimate questions to ask in relation to content-, context- and person-specific ethical dilemmas, including those raised by processes and acts of commodification in contemporary consumption culture.
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� It should be noted that in current British parlance “fit” relates to sexual attractiveness rather than athletic condition.  





�I think the implications need to be split up so that it is clear which parties each set of implications is relevant to.





I like this section here but I think it needs to be targeted at a specific audience.  Should this be for teachers, researchers or practitioners?





We need to make sure that the implications we draw out and the audience we intend them for match with what we say in the introduction about the structure of the paper.


�I can’t help feeling that the implications section drags on a bit – but haven’t really been able to see how to condense it.
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