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IN THE ’60S, AMERICAN FAMILIES CROWDED 

around their black-and-white TVs to 

watch the iconic ‘Father Knows Best’, 

and they nodded with unquestioning 

approval at its assumptions: two-parent 

households, thoughtful pipe-smoking 

father, and the sometimes mischievous 

but always obedient children.

The commercials, even if they were 

about breakfast cereals, were aimed at 

the wise woman of the house, who ob-

viously made the shopping decisions. 

This was the bygone era before Snap 

and Crackle became ‘Pop’ stars market-

ing their wares directly to impression-

able children.

But, it’s been decades since the Simp-

sons taught us that ‘father knows least’. 

Today, we’ve got a bizarre twist on the 

words of the prophet Isaiah (11:6), “and 

a little child shall lead them”. In a very 

real sense, parents are becoming the 

disciples of their children.

Parenting expert Nikki Bush cites 

studies which estimate that children 

(ages 8-12) are influencing 60%-70% of 

household spending.1 This doesn’t mean 

they are nagging mommy to buy a whole 

lot of Chocos. It means they are being 

consulted regarding which car to pur-

chase and where to go on family holidays.

In fact, another marketing study 

found over 34% of young parents in the 

US allow children as young as eight to 

make the final decision on where to go 

on vacation; this compares with 8% of 

parents 55 and older.2 This can be rath-

er risky if your little princess demands 

a visit to the wonderland of ‘Frozen’!

HOOK THEM YOUNG!

The media ‘blob’ has a lot to do with this 

unprecedented shift of authority to chil-

dren. The American Psychological Asso-

ciation has been tracking the dramatical-

ly increasing incidence of direct market-

ing to children, especially since the ad-

vent of the Internet and, in very recent 

times, the variety of devices operated by 

children without adult involvement. Per-

haps, the most disturbing manifestation 

of this assault is the media’s sexualisa-

tion of little girls in order to get them on 

the beauty and fashion treadmill as early 

as six years old!

KIDFLUENCE
In a very real sense, parents are becoming 

the disciples of their children

BY RABBI ZE’EV KRAINES

 IT’S NO WONDER THAT CHILDREN ARE SEEING 
THEMSELVES ON AN EQUAL FOOTING WITH THEIR 
PARENTS. AFTER ALL, THEY ARE ACCESSING THE SAME 
CONSUMER INFORMATION, AND GENERALLY HAVE 
MORE DISCRETIONARY TIME TO EXPLORE IT. 
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Drs Lexie and Lindsay Kite, twin sis-

ters and founders of Beautyredifined.

net, have studied this sexualisation for 

years. Their examples include Vogue 

covers featuring small girls made up 

and posed like grown women, and 

Walmart’s line of 70 make-up products 

for girls six to 12.3

It’s no wonder children are seeing 



themselves on an equal footing with 

their parents. After all, they are access-

ing the same consumer information, 

and generally have more discretionary 

time to explore it. Tech-challenged 

adults unconsciously reinforce this per-

ception by asking our ‘chief technology 

officers’ to do our ‘Googling’ for us be-

fore we decide on purchases or embark 

on other endeavours.4 

HIGHLY EVOLVED SPECIES

Indeed, our children are often our men-

tors in all things related to technology. 

The mind-boggling advancement of 

technology has got to be the most per-

vasive characteristic of the 21st centu-

ry. While adults are frantically trying to 

keep up with these newfangled ideas 

and processes (and keep our jobs!) our 

children amaze us by how they seem to 

be able to navigate this brave new 

world, intuitively and without effort. 

As we gawp at their prowess, are we un-

consciously sending them a message 

that we look at them as more evolved 

specimens of the human race?

Rabbi Yissocher Frand tells a story 

about the late Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky, 

z”l, who was flying to Israel accompa-

nied by a son, who waited on him hand 

and foot throughout the journey. There 

was a person on the plane sitting near-

by who was astounded by the love, re-

spect, and dedication the son was 

showing to his father. At one point, he 

commented to Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky, 

“My children do not treat me like that. 

What is your secret in child-raising that 

your son treats you like a king?”

Rabbi Kamenetsky reportedly re-

sponded that the Jewish people under-

stand the closer a generation is to the 

Sinai revelation, the richer its connec-

tion to the power and beauty of its 

message. Therefore, children honour 

and respect parents as living links to 

their heritage. “If your children do not 

act this way,” Rav Yaakov told the gen-

tleman on the plane, “perhaps it’s be-

cause they feel that they are more ad-

vanced than you are. After all, they are 

one more evolutionary step away from 

the apes. On the contrary, maybe you 

should honour them!”5 

ADULTHOOD IS TERRIFYING!

This role-reversal may produce children 

who display greater self-assurance and 

definitely feel much freer to express 

their opinion than in generations past. 

But this doesn’t mean they are more se-

cure and independent in a real sense. 

On the contrary, educators have shared 

with me that children who have been 

given the reins of power too soon are 

generally beset with anxiety because 

they sense that they are way out of 

their comfort zone.

Children from the youngest age love 

to imagine they are driving a car. But 

imagine plonking your six-year-old into 

his booster, setting him in the driver’s 

seat, turning on the ignition and say-

ing, “Okay, my son! Ride ’em cowboy!” 

He might feel a glimmer of exhilara-

tion, but that would be followed quickly 

by a blood-curdling scream. Adulthood 

is scary enough for adults; it’s terrifying 

for children.

It’s true that parents must encourage 

autonomy in a variety of important 

ways. Faber and Mazlish, in How to Talk 

So Kids Will Listen…, speak about the 

significance of training children to 

make choices and other strategies. But 

true independence and self-confidence 

are achieved in a guided process. We 

don’t need to be afraid that we are 

quashing our children’s valuable quality 

of independence by giving them that 

guidance. Our children need us and our 

adult insight and experience to help 

them limit those choices within sensi-

ble frameworks.

SONS AND BROTHERS

As they mature and grow into young 

adulthood, we can and should develop a 

relationship of mutual mentorship and 

camaraderie with our children. The To-

rah records that our father Jacob called 

his adult sons, his brothers.  But that’s 

the delicious fruit of right-side-up par-

enting in the early years.

May we merit to see our children’s 

children… and not be our children’s 

children. JL
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 CHILDREN ARE BEING CONSULTED REGARDING 
WHICH CAR TO PURCHASE AND WHERE TO GO ON 
FAMILY HOLIDAYS. 
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 OUR CHILDREN NEED 
US AND OUR ADULT 
INSIGHT AND 
EXPERIENCE TO HELP 
THEM LIMIT THOSE 
CHOICES WITHIN 
SENSIBLE 
FRAMEWORKS. 


