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New Business, New Babies: Proposing a Sociological Analysis of  
Consuming Early Childhood Development Service in China

Gehui Zhang, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, USA

China’s Early Childhood Development (ECD) industry is at its very outset; however, by all means uprising. It was estimated that 
the current China ECD market scale is approximately worth four billion US dollars per year and will maintain a fast growth compared 
with other industries1. It was reported in 2006 that over 50% urban Chinese parents are willing to purchase professional ECD services 
for their young children2. This research aims to examine the cultural contexts in which the development of this relatively new market 
and the consumption of ECD service have embedded in China.

FOOTNOTE 1 and 2
1“An Analysis of Early Childhood Education Industry,” retrieved from http://www.ci123.com/article.php/22877
2Yang, Gu (2007), “Early childhood education on fast track in China,” retrieved from http://en.ce.cn/Insight/200707/26/

t20070726_12321002.shtml

Consumption on young kids’ early development education is an economic action, a consumer behavior, a familial practice, and 
with a more general view, a reflection of the interaction between social institutions and individual agents. Gary Becker (1991) uses 
rational choice theory to explain a series of familial relations and activities, such as marriage, fertility, education investment, and 
domestic division of labor. In his theoretical model, individual are not only social beings but foremost economic agents. Social and 
culture forces such as traditions and values may shape individuals’ decision making process however say little about how people act. 
Instead, one can only understand individual’s action as a consequence of a careful calculation on efficiency and utility maximization, 
regardless conforming or challenge social norms. Zelizer (2005), however, argues that the context-free analysis of market and the rational 
choice orthodox advocated in neoclassical approach of economic activities are inadequate to understand economic exchange. Adopting 
Weberian tradition, Zelizer (2005) proposed an “alternative approach” to analyze the interaction between social and cultural characters 
and market as well as economic activities, in which a market is neither treated in dominance nor in subordination, but recognized as 
one of the social categories (Zelizer 1988). 

In current capitalist markets, child is one of the most central subjects which have been commercialized in most of the social aspects. 
However, parents’ consumption on early childhood development (ECD) services has been portrayed as either an investment or altruism 
based on parents’ sacred love, which may contribute to its understudies in existing literatures. Scholars, such as D. Cook (2000), argue 
about the reconciliation between “scared” childhood and the “profane” market was achieved through redefining certain commodities or 
services beneficial or useful to child’s development—the process of f the early life course moving through predictable, specifiable, and 
sequential stages (Seiter 1993). However, the “naturally” perceived child development periods and their commoditification are nothing 
given but culturally and historically constructed. The dominant moral standard of economically useless but emotionally priceless child 
was a consequence of an ideological victory of the sacred view of childhood over the productive one (Zelizer 1985). 

Gymborre, recognized as “the global leader” in early childhood development program, was founded in 1976 in the United States and 
became an international brand in offering classes, trainings, and programs in early childhood development for under 5-year old children 
and their parents globally. The key philosophy as it publicizes is to “focus on the whole child in order to help children acquire the key 
ingredients--motor skills, social skills and self-esteem--they need to grow up to be confident, happy and successful adults.3” Gymboree 
Play & Music Program entered Mainland China’s market in 2003 and the franchise business has grown rapidly through licensing over 
50 Gymboree centers within four years. Market operators expect to have over 200 centers by 2010, which will make China the biggest 
market for Gymborre’s ECD business. This working paper, using Gymborre, one of the best renowned global brands in early childhood 
development industry as a case study, aims to provide an alternative theoretical framework to understand the recent development of 
ECD market in China through a preliminary analysis of Gymborre’s rapid franchise expansion in China. By reviewing the literatures on 
parents’ consumption on children’s education, I propose the cultural embeddedness approach as a valuable tool to study the markets which 
are ingrained in the “presumable” or “unquestionable” moralities, such as consumption in ECD services. I argue that the booming ECD 
market and its swift popularity in China is culturally embedded phenomenon which deserves a more careful examination on the impact 
of social values and relations out of the money nexus on the formation of consumer culture and culture of consumption. The creation of 
consumption discourse in ECD market, I suggest, parallels with the on-going transformation of parenting and childhood ideologies in 
Chinese society, which needs to be understood with the formation of modern child and personhood in neo-liberalism social condition. 

FOOTNOTE
3rettrieved from http://www.gymboree.com.cn/app/web_en/aboutus_6.jsp
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It Leaves a Bad Taste In Your Mouth: The Impact of Negative Company Information on 
Consumption Experience

John Peloza, Simon Fraser University, Canada
Jingzhi Shang, Simon Fraser University, Canada

Extended Abstract
Consumers’ attitudes toward brands are impacted by corporate social responsibility (CSR) information, and firm-level CSR can 

translate into improved attitudes toward products of the firm (e.g., Brown and Dacin 1997). But attitudes stemming from CSR information 
aren’t always good predictors of actual consumer behaviors. For example, products that have social attributes are sometimes perceived 
as inferior in quality to those that do not (Obermiller et al. 2009), and consumers will not sacrifice quality for social features (Auger and 
Devinney 2008). This gap between CSR attitudes and behaviors (see Cotte and Trudel (2009) for a review) suggests additional research 
is necessary to understand how CSR information can impact consumers beyond attitudes. Further, the impact of CSR information on 
subjective, post-purchase consumption experiences remains unstudied. This represents a theoretical and managerial gap since many 
consumers acquire CSR information after they have already purchased a product or developed a relationship with a brand.

On the other hand, research examining how information can alter subjective consumption experience is plentiful. One of the 
consumption experiences most fertile for researchers is taste (Lee, Frederick and Ariely 2006). This is because consumers generally 
lack taste discrimination and are unaware of their ineptitude (Lau, Post, and Kagan 1995), making it highly susceptible to the forces 
of information. Indeed, taste is a commonly used dependent variable (e.g., Allison and Uhl 1964; Braun 1999; Hoegg and Alba 2007; 
Lee et al. 2006; Levin and Gaeth 1988; Obermiller et al. 2009; Wansink, Payne and North 2007). Further, a wide variety of information 
has been used to manipulate taste evaluations including product labels (Allison and Uhl 1964; Nevid 1981), advertising copy (Braun 
1999; Elder and Krishna 2010), product color (Hoegg and Alba 2007), and nutritional content (Wardle and Solomons 1994). However, 
the information used in these studies is closely linked to product attributes with high salience to product performance (i.e., taste). For 
example, Elder and Krishna (2010) prime multiple senses through advertising copy since taste is enhanced when multiple senses are 
engaged. Despite broad consensus that information can influence consumption experiences, the impacts of firm-level information such 
as CSR (as opposed to attributes more salient to product performance) are relatively unknown.

Our research aims to address the gaps in these two disparate research streams, contributing to each in the process. Across two 
studies we examine how CSR information impacts consumer evaluations of product taste. 

Our research is based on the idea that CSR information can activate emotions in consumers, and those emotions in turn will impact 
their taste evaluations of products. The prevailing social norm is that consumers who support firms that perform CSR are engaging in 
positive behavior, and those who support firms engaged in corporate social irresponsibility (CSIR) are engaging in negative behavior. 
This effect is particularly strong for CSIR; consumers are much more willing to punish firms who engage in CSIR then they are to reward 
firms who perform CSR (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001). With CSIR, the perceived violation of a social norm stimulates guilt which in 
turn diminishes enjoyment.

Study 1 tests this hypothesis through a chocolate taste test. Participants were told that a company was market testing a new line of 
chocolate. Company information was presented in one of three conditions. The first condition was neutral, and merely presented some 
generic company information (years in business, etc.). The positive condition stated that the firm had been a leader in employee policies, 
and the negative condition described several violations in the area of employee policies. The issue of employment was chosen because 
a pretest rated it as most important from a range of other social and environmental issues.

The results from study 1 support the hypothesis that CSIR information can diminish taste perceptions. However, CSR information 
does not enhance taste perceptions. The neutral and CSR conditions were not significantly different (MNEUTRAL=7.10 and MCSR=7.01 
on a taste scale of 1 to 10) but the CSIR ratings were significantly lower (MCSIR=6.15; F (2, 107) =4.865, p<.01). Bonferroni tests 
confirm that the CSR and neutral conditions are not statistically distinct, but that the CSIR condition was statistically different from 
both the CSR and neutral conditions.

Study 2 seeks to examine the underlying process behind this effect. Enjoyment of food is not only determined by the quality of the 
food itself (bottom-up processes) but by knowledge of how the food was prepared and other information about the manufacturer (top-
down processes). Information received prior to evaluation should lead to greater coding of the information (Hoch and Ha 1986; Lee et 
al. 2006). Therefore, the cognitive top-down process related to CSIR should have a greater effect on taste perceptions when consumers 
receive the information prior to tasting rather than after. This is because the consumer is in a negative mindset prior to experiencing the 
relatively enjoyable taste of chocolate. When they taste the chocolate first, the enjoyment is more likely to overshadow the negative valence 
from CSIR. Study 2 used the same procedure as study 1, except only the CSIR condition was used, and participants were instructed to 
taste the chocolate either before or after the information was provided.


