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KIDS AND SUMMER MOVIES

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
Teenagers are spending their summer months at the movie theater, and Hollywood’s marketing strategies are a big reason why.

Hollywood loves summer.  According to the Web site, Hollywood.com Box Office, 571 million tickets were sold last summer grossing $4.25 billion, making 2009 the richest summer ever for Tinseltown.  And 2010 is shaping up even better, with year-to-date ticket revenues up 4 percent.

Hollywood.com Box Office also reports that of the 50 biggest box office movies of all time, 45 are movies aimed at children and teenagers.  “Avatar” and “Titanic” lead the way, followed by several versions of “Star Wars,” “Pirates of the Caribbean,” “Indiana Jones” and “Shrek.”  The superhero trio of Batman, Spiderman and Iron Man also makes the list.

This is not a coincidence.  According to author Edward Jay Epstein and his new book, “The Hollywood Economist: The Hidden Financial Reality Behind the Movies,” teenagers are the primary focus of Hollywood’s marketing department.

According to Epstein, Hollywood targets teens by advertising on television shows watched by children and youth.  While adults are scattered across the television dial, teens tend to cluster around a smaller number of television shows primarily on cable, which charges less for commercial time.

“Hollywood is about one thing,” Epstein said.  “Making money.  To make money, they have to get large audiences and large media attention.  They know teenagers want to get out of the house on Friday night.  Teenagers like movies.  Teenagers like to eat popcorn.  They’re the perfect audience, and (Hollywood) knows exactly where to find them efficiently.”

The teenage tidal wave then spills out of the movie theater and into the market place.  Epstein writes, “Teens buy electronic games, sports equipment, fast food, and other licensable items, which make them an appealing audience to merchandising partners with the capability of providing the multimillion dollar ‘tie-in’ that helps publicize studio movies.”

A recent study found that children prefer food and other merchandise promoted by a television or movie character.  That is why Iron Man was in TV commercials pitching a certain candy bar and a certain fast food restaurant weeks before “Iron Man 2” debuted in theaters.

While Hollywood intentionally markets to kids, Epstein says parents should not be worried.

“(Hollywood is) not trying to manipulate children other than to simply give them what children themselves want.  And children want action movies with comic book characters in them.  So there is nothing really sinister here.

“Parents have to understand that it is not an intellectual process by which these movies are chosen.  It’s a marketing department.  They look at what they can market.  They look at what they can sell.”

Epstein adds that the list of what Hollywood cannot sell to children includes overt sex and gratuitous violence.  “It’s just the opposite,” Epstein said.  “The last thing they try to sell (to kids) is sex and violence because they have a rating system.  If they get an R rating, the movie theaters will not give prominence to the movies.”

Of course, what exactly constitutes sex and violence can be in the eye of the beholder.  The “Titanic” scene with two leading characters passionately engaged in the backseat of a car or the hideous behavior of the Joker in “The Dark Knight” might be more sex or more violence than some parents prefer.  Thus, parents should consult Web sites that not only review a film’s quality but also specifically describe a movie’s content.

Examples include:  commonsensemedia.org, kids-in-mind.com, parentpreviews.com and cpyu.org.

Parents also can encourage their kids to read the book.  The Youth F.I.L.M. Project (F.I.L.M. stands for Finding Inspiration in Literature & Movies) suggests youth read books that have been made into hit movies such as “The Blind Slide,” “Journey to the Center of the Earth” and “The Chronicles of Narnia” series.  The Youth F.I.L.M. Project also provides families and youth programs with ideas for community service projects and other enriching activities based on the movies’ themes and life lessons.

Staying aware of marketing messages and movie content while also encouraging summer reading can help parents ensure that a summer spent with Captain Jack Sparrow does not turn into a youthful shipwreck.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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