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Children’s Nutrition 
• Childhood obesity is a serious health issue in 

the United States (McGinnis, Gootman, & Kraak, 2006; Ogden, Carroll, Kit, & 

Flegal, 2014). 

 
 

• Obesity may occur through poor food choices, 
marketing practices, and media characters that 
endorse low-quality foods and beverages (Calvert, 

2008; Galloway & Calvert, 2014).  

 
 

• Go, Slow, Whoa Framework (We Can!, National Heart, Blood, and 

Lung Institute) 

 



• Media Characters (McGinnis et al., 2006 ; Galloway & Calvert, 2014) 

• Parasocial relationships: one sided emotionally-tinged relationships (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Bong & Calvert, 2014) 

• Girls prefer female characters, boys prefer male characters (Richards & Calvert, in press 2016) 

 
 

• The prevalence of applications (apps) is increasing in young children’s lives (Common 

Sense Media, 2013). 

 
 

 
 

Media Characters & Digital Media 



Current Study 

Are there gender differences in 
how much children like a female 
character in an app and enjoy 
playing an app? 

 

Does more exposure to an app 
increase knowledge of healthy 
and unhealthy foods?  

 

 





Hypotheses 

Girls will like the female character more than boys, and 
boys will enjoy playing the game more than girls. 

 
 
 

Young children with more exposure to the app will 
have greater knowledge of healthy and unhealthy 
foods.  

 
 



Participants 

Race/ Ethnicity 

Caucasian Other/Mixed Race African American Latino/Hispanic Asian

Parental Education 

Graduate Degree College Degree Some College High School Diploma

  Total 

N 95 

Age (years) 5.05 (.65) 

Girls 49%  



Conditions 

N App Play Duration 

No-Exposure Control 32 ∅ ∅ 

Single-Exposure 28 
  

Repeated-Exposure 35 
 

  + 



Procedure 

5 days + 30 
minutes 

30 minutes 

No Exposure 

What is her name? 
 
Do you know what show 
she is from? 

What are some foods that 
are healthy and give D.W. 
energy? 
 
What are some foods that 
are unhealthy and take 
D.W.’s energy away? 

How much do you like 
D.W.? 
 
How much did you like the 
app we just played? 
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Discussion 
• Girls and boys in our study like the female 

character featured in the app and enjoy playing 
the app similarly. 

 
• Apps can improve children’s knowledge of 

healthy and unhealthy foods featured in the 
app; however, children’s transfer of knowledge 
to foods not in the app may be limited. 
 

• Apps could include a higher variety of foods to 
increase general knowledge of healthy and 
unhealthy foods from app play. 



Thank you 

Children’s Digital  

Media Center 

 

 

 

 

 

The National Science Foundation 

Georgetown 
University 

All the parents and children 
who participated  

in this project 

Bill Shribman 

This  material  is  based  upon  work  supported  by  the  National   
Science  Foundation  Graduate Research Fellowship Program under 

Grant No. DGE-1444316. 
 

Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations 
expressed in this material  are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the National Science  Foundation. 



References 
Calvert, S.L. Growing consumers: Media marketing and advertising. (2008). In J. Brooks-Gunn & E. Donahue, (Ed.) The Future of Children: Children, Media 

 and Technology. Princeton, NJ: Princeton/Brookings. 

Calvert, S.L. & Richards, M.N. (2014). Children’s parasocial relationships with media characters.  In J. Bossert (Oxford Ed), A. Jordan & D. Romer (Eds). 

 Media and the well being of children and adolescents. Oxford: Oxford University Press.   

Common Sense Media. (2013). Zero to eight: Children’s media use in America 2013. San Francisco, CA. 

Galloway, D.P. & Calvert, S.L. (2014). Media characters as spokespeople in U.S. grocery stores: Promoting poor nutritional messages to children. Journal of 

 Obesity & Weight Loss Therapy. 

Harris, J. L., Speers, S. E., Schwartz, M. B., & Brownell, K. D. (2012). US food company branded advergames on the internet: children's exposure and 

 effects on snack consumption. Journal of Children and Media, 6(1), 51-68. 

Horton, D., & Richard Wohl, R. (1956). Mass communication and para-social interaction: Observations on intimacy at a distance. Psychiatry, 19(3), 215-

 229. 

Lee, M., Choi, Y., Quilliam, E. T., & Cole, R. T. (2009). Playing with food: Content analysis of food advergames. Journal of Consumer Affairs, 43(1), 129-154. 

McGinnis, J., Gootman, J., & Kraak, V. (Eds.). (2006). Food marketing to children and youth threat or opportunity? Washington, DC: National Academies 

 Press.  

Ogden, C., Carroll, M., Kit, B., & Flegal, K. (2014). Prevalence of Childhood and Adult Obesity in the United States, 2011-2012. Journal of the American 

 Medical Association, 806-714.  

Pempek, T. & Calvert, S.L. (2009). Use of advergames to promote consumption of nutritious foods and beverages by low-income African American 

 children. Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine, 163(7), 633-637. 


