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ABSTRACT
What children count as their favourite things tell us not only about children but 
also about their social and cultural experiences. This study,* based on the out-
comes of a children’s drawing competition organised by the Estonian National 
Museum and applying a combined framework of visual sociology and participa-
tory research, proposes an innovative angle to using the museum’s experimen-

* The preparation of this article was supported by a grant from the Estonian Ministry of Edu-
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tal approach to contemporary collecting of cultural heritage. This large-sample 
(n=926) content-analytical study of children’s favourite gifts gives a rich ethno-
graphic and sociological perspective on children’s life-worlds. On the one hand, 
the children’s wishes reflected contemporary global trends in technology and com-
mercialisation. On the other hand, the children’s prevailing dream of having a pet 
shows loneliness shaped by societal changes, including urbanisation and changing 
family models and time regimes.

KEYWORDS: life-world • gifts • child-centric research • draw-and-write 
method • societal changes

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Growing up today is shaped by an interplay of changes occurring at different levels 
or systems of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological framework for human develop-
ment. The pluralisation of family models, increasing individual and family mobility, 
mediatisation, commercialisation, globalisation, and general value changes are just a 
few prominent examples of the on-going transformation processes. The increasing pace 
of societal change and technological development, described and explored within the 
theoretical paradigm of social acceleration (Rosa 2013), and the theory of mediatisation 
(for example Lundby 2014), influence the material, social and symbolic environment of 
contemporary childhoods, and the ways children themselves experience, interpret and 
value their contexts of growing up.

To conceptualise the integrity of children’s perceptions of these changing contexts, 
we employ the notion of life-world, developed within the phenomenological tradition 
of sociology (Schütz and Luckmann 1973). In Alfred Schütz’s conception, life-world is 
defined as a subjective perception of the world (Schütz and Luckmann 1973), expressed 
through values, attitudes, ideas and preferences (Masso et al. 2020). Described as the 
world of lived experience inhabited by us as conscious beings, and incorporating the 
way in which phenomena (objects, events, emotions) appear to us in our conscious 
experience or everyday life (Husserl 1970), the life-world is a timeless yet sensitive con-
struct that can also be used as a valuable and comprehensive conceptual tool to study 
children’s perceptions of their changing environments. 

The life-world is in constant and dynamic interaction with the material and techno-
logical environments. The duality of the relationship between the life-world and mate-
rial objects in Anthony Giddens’ (1984) sense implies that things and technologies ena-
ble as well as restrict the agency of human beings. This dialectics is further discussed 
in an increasingly popular theoretical concept of mediatisation that many authors (for 
example Hjarvard 2008; Krotz 2009; Livingstone 2009; Lundby 2014; Couldry and Hepp 
2016) consider a new key theory in understanding changes in media-saturated societies 
and cultures. The main claim is that everything – our culture, society, politics, everyday 
practices as well as our life-world – is mediated (Livingstone 2009; Hepp et al. 2015; 
Paus-Hasebrink 2018). Media and communication technologies increasingly shape all 
spheres of social life “from the global and public to the most intimate, from weirdest 
niche fandom to the highly profitable mass market. Nothing remains unmediated, in 
the raw.” (Livingstone 2011: 1472) Childhood and children’s play are mediatised, too, 
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being increasingly influenced by the logic of the media (ibid.; Hjarvard 2014). Although 
classical toys such as bricks, toy cars, etc., have not lost their relevance, they are in con-
stant competition with immaterial playthings such as video and online games (ibid.). 
Furthermore, in the indirect form of mediatisation, ‘classical’ toys are increasingly influ-
enced by the media’s symbolic content and business cycle: toys and children’s games 
are very probably inspired by media characters (ibid.; Nevski and Siibak 2016). 

Conceptualising mediatisation theoretically has led to an academic discussion about 
how to study children, their socialisation and life-worlds in these rapidly changing 
environments. Researchers from various disciplines call for a greater interdisciplinar-
ity – for instance, in media studies (Livingstone 2011) or ethnography and folkloristics 
(Briggs 2020). The debates, furthermore, address the challenges that ethnographers face 
when conducting fieldwork in mediatised fields (Eisewicht and Kirschner 2015) as well 
as a need to reconfigure folkloristics and media studies in a way that highlights the par-
allel theoretical turns these fields have undertaken in recent years (Briggs 2020). 

In proceeding from these research needs and following life-world analytical eth-
nography (Eisewicht and Kirschner 2015), and in line with Schütz and Thomas Luck-
mann’s (1973) perspective on the life-world, we will explore children’s drawings of 
their favourite gifts as ethnographic material and as a subjective, contextualised and sit-
uation-specific reflection of their material and immaterial culture, including children’s 
preferences and value orientations. In empirical terms, we aim to answer the question, 
what are the prevailing patterns of gift types, what are their symbolic characteristics, 
and what meanings do children ascribe to them?

Our case study was carried out within the framework of a wider ethnographic 
research project performed by the Estonian National Museum, which set up different 
research interventions in order to understand museum–audience relationships (Pruul-
mann-Vengerfeldt et al. 2014; Runnel and Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt 2014). A large sam-
ple of children’s drawings was collected through a nationwide competition – one of the 
research activities within the project addressing the museum engagement of different 
audience segments, including children, whose contemporary life-worlds had remained 
underrepresented (less collected and less researched) at the museum. The goal of the 
drawing competition was twofold: a) to increase the relevance of the museum in chil-
dren’s daily activities by making their voices heard; and b) to find approaches which 
support contemporary museum collecting of children’s life-world related material.

Until this case study, regular drawing competitions arranged by the museum were 
not linked to other museum activities, except educational ones. The ethnographic project 
on museum communication employed drawing competitions as the existing museum 
practice and type of audience relationship to support further participatory and research 
processes within the museum. This paper, in turn, applies different research disciplines 
such as media studies and sociology in using and interpreting the collected material, 
which traditionally would have been accessed only by museum curators or humanities 
scholars. The paper, thus, represents an innovative attempt to find new disciplinary 
collaborations to enrich knowledge production and find and test new data sources with 
which to study contemporary life-worlds. 

The format of the drawing competition used in our case study, with children accom-
plishing the creative exercise at school, has both advantages and limitations as a data 
collection method. Another aim of this study, thus, is to discuss, in methodological 
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terms, whether, how and with what concessions children’s drawings (as ethnographic 
material) can be analysed as a reflection of their material and immaterial culture, with 
the objective of providing insights for further ethnographic study of children’s life-
worlds.

G I F T S  A N D  F AV O U R I T E  T H I N G S  A S  A N  E X P R E S S I O N  O F  VA L U E S 
A N D  S O C I E T A L  C H A N G E S

Our possessions contribute to and reflect our identities to a major extent (Belk 1988); 
our favourite things relate particularly strongly to the self and identity (Csikszentmiha-
lyi and Halton 1981). In fact, as indicated in Schultz Kleine et al. 1995: 327, “possessions 
to which there is attachment help narrate a person’s life story; they reflect ‘my life’”. 
Children often receive their favourite possessions as gifts, given to them by significant 
others to symbolise or celebrate important life events, family relationships or holidays.

Anthropologist Marcel Mauss has argued in his classic work The Gift (1966 [1925]) 
that objects exchanged as gifts have high social value related to the relationship 
between the giver and the receiver rather than the actual worth of the gift. Thus, gift-
giving is related to moral bonds (Mauss 1966 [1925]). Giving and receiving gifts build 
relationships between people. It is an important social mechanism, governed by social 
norms and customs. Russell Belk (1977) defines four functions of gift-giving: 1) com-
munication; 2) social exchange; 3) economic exchange; and 4) socialisation. Buying gifts 
increases retail sales dramatically during Christmas and other holidays (Davies et al. 
2010), indicating that gift-giving is a ritualised process and stressing the significance of 
gift-giving in the formation of social patterns. Gifted objects, thus, may entail an extra 
symbolic value and are also strongly linked with the socialisation of children (Banks 
1979).

This study focuses on elementary school children aged about 7–11, which is an ana-
lytical stage of development when children increasingly begin to understand the value 
of possessions based on their social meaning and significance (John 1999). Moreover, 
children’s understanding of the market, brands and advertising becomes more com-
plex. They also learn to see the social world from the perspective of others, making 
them more adoptive and thoughtful in how they express their desires (ibid.). 

Over centuries conceptualisations of childhood have changed; among other notable 
aspects, play has become a central part of childhood and child development: “play 
is the work of childhood” (Best 1998: 199). Thus, a significant part of children’s life-
world and childhood culture is characterised by the things and toys that children use 
in their daily routines. Photographer Gabriele Galimberti (2014), who travelled to 58 
countries to take photos of children with their most prized possessions, concluded that 
children’s favourite toys reflected the needs and realities of their cultures and thus were 
also deeply rooted in social norms. This is in line with David Buckingham’s (2011) 
perspective that studying children’s commodities is not just about objects, but more 
significantly about the many ways it affects children’s environment and their social and 
cultural experiences.

One of the major changes in children’s toy preferences began in the early 2000s when 
computer and console games and multimedia toys started to dominate children’s play 
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preferences instead of the previously popular war toys that “constituted a widespread 
and male-dominated phenomenon” in the mid-1980s (Wegener-Spöhrig 2008: 20). This 
marked a shift in the nature of toys from material to increasingly immaterial (Hjarvard 
2014). Numerous studies (for example Livingstone 2011; Hjarvard 2014) have continu-
ously demonstrated the trend that children in urban Western societies are currently 
growing up in media-rich households where they are surrounded by a wide range of 
digital tools and devices. Previous studies using the draw-and-write/tell method (Mar-
shall and Aitken 2006; Wiseman et al. 2019) on studying children’s favourite posses-
sions and activities have described the rise of technology: for example, nearly one third 
of young New Zealanders aged 8–11 (n=84) drew electronic equipment (for example 
games console, TV, X-box, mobile phone, etc.) as their favourite possessions (Marshall 
and Aitken 2006). 

In addition to technological equipment, contemporary children are also very much 
attached to their pets. David Marshall’s and Robert Aitken’s (2006) findings indicated 
that pets were by far the largest (16.9%) single category of children’s favourite posses-
sions, as evidenced in their drawing exercise and described as ‘friends’. Other authors 
(Bustad 1996; Fifield and Forsyth 1999) argue that children’s close attachment to pets 
may have risen due to the changes in society and the labour market, as scholars have 
noted a significant positive correlation between parental employment level and acquir-
ing a pet. On the one hand, full-time working parents may see pets as substitute tran-
sitional attachment objects (Melson 1988) that are able to compensate, at least in part, 
for the absence of parents. On the other hand, full-time working parents could also 
consider their children to be independent and responsible enough to take care of a pet. 

In addition to pets, toys were listed among the most favourite possessions of chil-
dren in the Marshall’s and Aitken’s (2006) study, accounting for 11.8% of the draw-
ings. Children’s preferences in toys, however, have been very gender-specific throughout 
much of childhood (Alexander 2003). A systematic analysis of previous research on 
gender differences in children’s toy preferences by Todd et al. 2017 revealed that boys 
play more with male-typed toys and girls play more with female-typed toys due to both 
innate and social forces. Hence, as found by Waltraut Hartmann and Gilles Brougere 
(2008) in their study of 1,773 kindergarten children and 752 teachers in Austria, girls 
tended to prefer dolls, for example Barbie or Baby Born, and hand puppets, while boys 
rather played with toy vehicles and construction materials such as Lego and Playmobil. 
Even in Sweden, which has less gendered norms and values compared to many other 
countries, children’s toy collections were strongly gender-typed (Nelson 2005): toys 
that represent the private sphere (doll houses, kitchen appliances, clothing accessories, 
jewellery, etc.) were more frequently preferred by girls, and toys that represent the 
public sphere (such as tools, machines and military equipment) were more frequently 
preferred by boys. Studies also indicate that girls’ toys are associated with physical 
attractiveness, nurturing and domestic skills, while boys’ toys are more often rated as 
violent, competitive, exciting and somewhat dangerous (Blakemore and Centers 2005). 
This suggests that children’s preferences as well as adults’ gift-giving behaviour (cf. 
Parsons and Ballantine 2008) are reflective of the traditional socialisation approach of 
society.

In comparison to the unanimous agreement on children’s gender-specific prefer-
ences in toys, research findings differ with regard to the general importance that chil-
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dren tend to ascribe to brands. Although Marshall and Aitken (2006) described how 
children were more attached to products they owned rather than the brands, reflecting 
structural, and not so much symbolic, aspects of their favourite things, other studies 
have ascribed a greater significance to brands. For example, analysis of children’s let-
ters to Santa Claus (O’Cass and Clarke 2001; Halkoaho and Laaksonen 2009) indicate 
that children are brand oriented in their request behaviour: they identify clearly their 
desired brands and understand that different toy variants exist within a common brand 
name. Importantly, Aron O’Cass and Peter Clarke (2001) suggest that children tend to 
learn how to be successful by exercising different request strategies. For example, an 
analysis by Carole Slotterback (2006), who compared children’s letters to Santa Claus 
over five years, revealed that although the overall level of politeness was strikingly low 
in children’s requests for gifts, considerably more polite sentiments were expressed 
when requesting live animals for gifts (for example writing 16 “pleases” in a letter to 
request a puppy). 

Children often justify their toy requests by mentioning the pleasure of playing and 
being interested in the toy (Hartmann and Brougere 2008). In interviews with 6–8-year-
olds concerning the particular affordances and built-in features of toys leading to their 
toy preferences, Mertala et al. 2016 found that two kinds of value emerged: 1) those 
which reside in the toy itself, and 2) those which children give to toys. In fact, findings 
from Mertala et al. 2016 suggest that children are able to transform their cultural knowl-
edge of what toys one should have into social capital among peers. Furthermore, their 
analysis revealed that children value toys not only as playthings but also as cultural 
artefacts, using them as one form of voice.

D A T A  A N D  M E T H O D

This study is based on the outcomes of a children’s drawing competition organised 
by the Estonian National Museum. The national contest called on school-age children 
to draw and describe in writing either the best or the worst presents they had ever 
received, or the presents they were dreaming about. Children accomplished the draw-
ing exercise at school (primarily in art classes), and teachers forwarded the works to 
the museum. The contest was part of an Estonian National Museum research project on 
museum communication, as part of which different participatory actions targeted vari-
ous audience groups and engaged them in different activities from exhibition visiting 
to contemporary collecting of cultural heritage. In these activities, there was a need to 
find a good balance between the goals set by the fields of cultural participation and the 
field of social research, in which the activities were simultaneously located. Cultural 
participation in a museum aims for democratic engagement (Runnel and Pruulmann-
Vengerfeldt 2014), whereas a research project aims to produce knowledge within disci-
plinary boundaries and in a verifiable way (Runnel 2015).

This particular national drawing competition challenged the ways in which muse-
ums collect data about children and youth. The study was inspired by a set of theoreti-
cal and methodological considerations characteristic of the socio-constructive approach 
to the sociology of childhood in which children are regarded as competent social actors 
(ibid.). The participatory approach challenges traditional social research in which stud-
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ies of youth and especially children have generally involved collecting information from 
the children’s parents, teachers and other adults. As researchers point out, informa-
tion acquired from children themselves has been considered of secondary importance 
(Kyronlampi-Kylmanen and Maatta 2011). More recently, across different disciplines, a 
change has indeed taken place, and continues to do so, and children have emerged as 
a key source for understanding the dynamics of their everyday lives (Christensen and 
James 2000; Barker and Weller 2003; Einarsdóttir 2007).

Among the methodological tools applied within the child-centric approach, ‘draw-
and-write’ is an effective multimodal method that helps children to express their social 
and active self-concepts (Tatlow-Golden and Guerin 2010); thus, the material gathered 
serves our aims of studying aspects of children’s life-world and material culture. Fur-
thermore, previous research (Bremner 2008) has also found the method of “doing ‘art-
work’” to be effective when used to analyse children’s favourite toy gifts, as well as 
when drawing favourite possessions (Marshall and Aitken 2006). 

With 174 schools (about one third of all public schools in Estonia) and 3,225 children 
participating, the competition was the most popular drawing contest organised by the 
Estonian National Museum. This analysis focuses on elementary school children (aged 
6–11) whose drawings formed about two thirds of the total corpus. We excluded some 
drawings that did not indicate whether the child liked or disliked the present, and set 
10 drawings as the upper limit for sampling entries from the same school class. The final 
sample for this study comprised 969 depicted presents. Most of the children (95%) drew 
the presents they liked or were dreaming about; thus, we decided to base this analysis 
only on children’s favourite presents. Among the 926 drawings, 582 were authored by 
girls and 344 by boys. More than half of the authors came from cities or towns, while 
41% were from smaller places with less than 1,000 inhabitants. The age groups from the 
first to the fourth school grade were almost equally represented.

We employed standardised content analysis to code the depicted presents. The cod-
ing guide consisted of 16 main categories and 233 subcategories, including the character-
istics of the present (the occasion, type and brand), the giver of the present, and the rea-
sons why children liked or disliked the present. To test the coding guide, five members 
of the research group individually coded 20 drawings. The initial inter-coder reliability 
was 0.89. The research group refined the coding guide by elaborating on the instructions 
for coding the problematic categories, after which the drawings in the final sample were 
coded by one researcher. The process included qualitative content analysis of children’s 
written comments on the drawings to find the most typical as well as exceptional reason-
ings for favourite presents. We use some of these to illustrate the results. 

G I R L S’  A N D  B OY S’  FAVO U R I T E  P R E S E N T S

Our analysis suggests that pets such as dogs, cats, hamsters, chinchillas, rabbits, etc., 
were one of the most popular presents cherished by children – depicted in 15.5% of all 
girls’ and 5.2% of boys’ drawings1 (see Figures 1–2). Children did not only dream about 
animals: in most cases (79%) they drew their pet as the best present they had actually 
ever received, indicating that children are less likely to lose interest in such gifts. In 
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children’s own words, pets are so desired as gifts mainly because they are alive, react 
to children and enable them to take care of the pet. For instance, a girl described her 
cat in the following terms: “Most importantly, she is alive. I play with her all the time. I 
made her a necklace, but she doesn’t like to wear it. She is my best friend.” In fact, our 
analysis of the drawings and accompanying statements revealed that children often 
anthropomorphise their pets, describing them as real friends and companions who are 
there for them when they feel bored or lonely, and join in when they want to play. In 
another example, a boy wrote: 

I wanted a dog because it is so boring to wait for my mum to get home from work. 
A dog was the dream of my life. I take him to bed with me every night and he is so 
happy when I arrive from school.

Figure 1. Most desired gifts by girls. 

Figure 2. Most desired gifts by boys.
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Although there were some overlaps in the items making the TOP 13 list of girls’ 
and boys’ favourite presents (including, in addition to pets, everyday consumer and 
cultural goods such as ICT devices, sports equipment, books, card or board games, and 
clothes), the order of priorities differed considerably between the genders, indicating 
that children’s favourite gift preferences and toy collections are still strongly gender-
typed. For example, gender-specific tastes were revealed in the realm of stuffed toys, 
which girls considered one of their most favourite gifts (10.5% of girls vs 2.9% of boys), 
while boys revealed greater excitement and interest when receiving games consoles 
(8.7% of boys vs 2.2% of girls). Despite the fact that girls have not picked up digital 
gaming to such a significant extent, our analysis revealed that both genders shared an 
interest in acquiring ICT devices, especially mobile phones (8.1% of boys vs 7.4% of 
girls) and laptops/computers (5.2% of boys vs 2.7% of girls) as gifts.

Even though both boys’ and girls’ drawings often depicted their desire to live in a 
media-rich household, there was also evidence of children’s continued interest in sport. 
Although boys had depicted sports equipment as their favourite gift somewhat more 
often (9.6% vs 5.3%), girls’ representation of this category is far from negligible. Girls 
as well as boys named books (4.6% vs 1.7%) and card or board games (2.9% vs 2.3%) as 
their favourite gifts, both representing types of items adults often consider to be good 
value-for-money for their educational depth or long-term amusement. Items of cloth-
ing were quite rarely spotlighted (2.2% of girls vs 1.7% of boys) as favourite presents, 
indicating that clothes have become prosaic consumer goods, the purchase of which 
children do not consider highly significant. 

 Our sample also revealed several exclusively gender-specific preferences. For exam-
ple, realistic and fantasy dolls, and music equipment were depicted as most favourable 
gifts only by girls (see Figure 1), whereas toy cars/vehicles, Lego/building bricks, and 
military toys were only named by boys (see Figure 2). While the findings are not overly 
surprising, they are reflective of the traditional socialisation approach of society. 

The reasons for liking the presents, expressed by girls and boys, were also fairly 
different (Figures 3 and 4). Girls brought up attractive affordances activated by repre-
sentational elements in toys: terms such as “it’s beautiful”, “it’s cute/lovely”, “it’s dear 
to me”, and “it’s alive”, appeared often in their reasoning; boys, however, mentioned 
stimulation-related values such as “it’s cool” and “it’s interesting”. Girls and boys in 
our sample often also ascribed functional play value (Mertala et al. 2016), i.e. action-
oriented reasoning (Eisenberg 1982) to their favourite gifts (“I like the activity related 
to it” and “I like to play with it”), but also expressed utilitarian values (“it’s practical”), 
or self-centred personal values (“it made me happy”, “I just wanted it” and “it was my 
dream”) when describing their favourite gifts. Peer-group pressure (“my friends have 
it”) or the social value of the toys, however, was not significant in children’s reasoning.
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Figure 3. Reasoning for liking a present (girls).

B R A N D E D  P R E S E N T S 

Among favourite presents, less than one third (29%) were branded (children had either 
written brand names in the picture or drawn logos). Interestingly, boys depicted more 
branded presents (37% of their drawings) than girls did (25%). The most popular brand 
among boys was Lego, which formed one quarter of all brands depicted by boys (Fig-
ure 5). On the one hand, this is related to children’s language use as ‘Lego’ has become 

Figure 4. Reasoning for liking a present (boys).
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almost a synonym for various building bricks. On the other hand, a more detailed 
analysis suggests that Lego is a well-known brand among Estonian boys as they often 
mentioned specific sub-brands such as Lego City, Lego Chima, Lego Police, and others. 
Other popular brands among boys were Nintendo (9.3% of brands), PlayStation (8.5%), 
Apple (7%), Samsung (7%) and sports clothes brands such as Adidas, Nike, etc. (5%).

Figure 5. Brands drawn by boys. 
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Among girls, the most frequently depicted brand was Samsung (12.7% of all the brands 
girls drew; Figure 6). The popularity of Samsung is related to reasonably priced mobile 
phones, which, furthermore, had a special series depicting a highly esteemed Estonian 
cross-media character Lotte the Dog. The second most popular brand among girls was 
Barbie (9.5% of brands drawn), which was followed by Apple (7%), Nintendo (6.8%), 
Disney brands (6.2%), Pet Shop (5.5%), Monster High (5.5%) and LG (5.5%).

Figure 6. Brands drawn by girls. 
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Altogether, the main branded items were toys and ICT devices. Branded clothes, with 
the exception of sports clothes, were not remarkably important for Estonian elementary 
school age children. In terms of the frequency of depiction, the most popular brands 
were of foreign origin. With the exception of Lego being most popular among Estonian 
boys, US and Asian companies dominated the frequency charts of depicted brands, 
reflecting global economic processes and marketing strategies. Correlation between the 
depiction of brands and where the children lived (cities versus small towns or the coun-
tryside) was not significant. 

C O N C L U S I O N S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N  

This article has explored children’s life-world and material culture through a large sam-
ple of drawings of favourite gifts. We proceeded from the perspective that our posses-
sions reflect our identities (Belk 1988) and that children’s favourite things are not only 
objects, but also a contemplation of their social and cultural experiences (Buckingham 
2011). Empirical data for the analysis was collected in Estonia, a country that offers a 
suitable and intriguing case for our analysis because it is an emerging consumer society 
(see Wærdahl et al. 2009 for an overview) where traditional institutions (for example 
the family) have undergone noticeable changes during the post-Soviet transformations 
of the last three decades (Kutsar et al. 2012; Talves and Kalmus 2015).

The findings revealed both anticipated as well as surprising patterns. On the one 
hand, drawings of favourite gifts described the kind of typical child one would expect 
to find growing up in a modern, mediatising society with a commercialised culture: a 
child who likes Lego, dolls, toy vehicles, games consoles, ICT devices, Disney figures, 
etc. The popularity of these things is not surprising, considering global trends and pre-
vious studies of children’s favourite toys (Marshall and Aitken 2006; Wegener-Spöhring 
2008; Hjarvard 2014). On the other hand, the drawings and writings revealed a more 
surprising and thought-provoking perspective: pets were the favourite gift in our large 
sample. This firstly raises the question of whether this is a country-specific or more 
widespread phenomenon? It is likely that the latter is more probable as similar results – 
the popularity of pets – have been described elsewhere in Western cultures (for example 
Marshall and Aitken 2006). Secondly, this finding elicits several interpretations regard-
ing contemporary children’s life-worlds. 

Increasing concerns exist about human–animal relationships as characterised by the 
commodification of the companion animal. This was not manifest in the human–pet 
relationships children expressed in our study. In their written comments to drawings, 
children explained how they loved the fact that pets are real, they can play with them 
and take care of them. The desire for real, living company indicates children’s loneli-
ness, especially when considering how they anthropomorphise their pets, attributing 
to them the roles characteristic to friends, siblings and family (see the quotes in the 
findings section). Applying agency and kinship terminology to pets and constructing 
them as ‘persons’ (Charles and Davies 2008) rather than ‘animals’ shows a wider cul-
tural trend and changing social connections. In fact previous research has shown that 
7–10-year-old pet owners in California were as likely to talk with their pets about angry, 
sad, happy or secret experiences as with their siblings (Bryant 1985). Research evidence 
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has thus led psychologist Gail Melson (2003) to suggest that children form emotional 
bonds with, and thus also draw emotional support from, their pets. This bond shares 
many of the features of children’s significant ties with humans – reassurance, support, 
and the “contact comfort of touch” (Melson 2001: 6), meaning that these relationships 
are important in children’s lives. Although toys are interactive and increasingly tech-
nologically advanced (toys can sing, talk, move, etc.), they are no substitute for a real 
companion. Forming significant emotional bonds, nurturing and anthropomorphising 
pets might also be linked to the importance of pets in exploring different sides of chil-
dren’s sense of self.

Another explanation for the importance of pets in Estonian children’s life-world 
comes from the predominant family models and welfare and gender regimes: in two-
career families or single-parent households, the parents are engaged in paid work, which 
diminishes the amount of parental attention available to children at home (Kalmus and 
Roosalu 2012). While many countries (for example USA, Canada, UK, Australia, Nor-
way, etc.) regulate the age at which children can be left at home alone, Estonian law 
does not provide explicit legal norms, and it is culturally acceptable to leave children 
of 7–8 years of age at home alone after school until the parents return. In part, families 
consider that pets compensate for the temporary absence of parents from home. An 
earlier study conducted in New Zealand supports this line of argumentation, finding 
that a significant positive correlation exists between the level of parental employment 
and acquiring a pet (Fifield and Forsyth 1999). Considering the high mediatisation of 
children’s life-worlds (Hjarvard 2014), future research could explore whether parental 
reasoning for acquiring a pet is aimed at demediatising children’s everyday lives by 
supporting their screen-free activities.

Another explanation for the popularity of pets, we propose, is connected to the scar-
city hypothesis (Inglehart 1997), i.e. individuals place higher value on things that are 
short in supply. Rapid urbanisation, growing family mobility, changes in the labour 
market and increasing time pressure resulting from social acceleration (Rosa 2013) 
mean that having a pet is no longer taken for granted: it has become a deficiency value. 
Acquiring a living animal, which involves long-term responsibility, is therefore not an 
option many families are willing to consider: today, less than half of Estonians (48%) 
have a pet (Kantar Emor 2020). Children’s retrospective short stories and wishful con-
templations about ideal gifts indicate that acquiring a pet is something they consider 
difficult, and really special. A study conducted in the United States supports this inter-
pretation: children were extremely polite and convincing only when they requested a 
pet, whereas the overall level of politeness when expressing their Christmas wishes was 
surprisingly low (Slotterback 2006). 

Another notable finding from our study indicates that children of younger school 
age were more attached to characteristics and functions of gifts than to symbolic charac-
teristics such as brands. Less than one third of children depicted brands in their draw-
ings of desired gifts. Preferring the functions and characteristics of gifts over brands 
at the younger school age (6–11) is in line with a study by Marshall and Aitken (2006), 
but more in contrast to other brand-specific studies (O’Cass and Clarke 2001; Halkoaho 
and Laaksonen 2009; Lopez and Rodriguez 2018) that describe children as both brand-
conscious and brand-oriented in their requests of things. It has to be acknowledged, 
though, that we did not seek to study brands in particular, but rather were interested in 
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the objects children consider culturally meaningful despite their country of origin – an 
approach that is more in line with life-world analytical ethnography than with the para-
digm of brand studies. The supranational reach of the toy industry and its marketing 
strategies was, however, clearly evident as the most popular brands among the children 
in our sample were of foreign origin, mainly from the United States or Asia. 

Researching children’s (as well as adults’) life-worlds is methodologically challeng-
ing due to 1) the highly abstract nature of the concept, and 2) the fact that its constitu-
tive phenomena are subjectively experienced. Researchers therefore have to find and 
improve ways of operationalising and describing a phenomenon that is not verbalised 
by participants, yet is reflective of the time they live in and experiences they have. To 
study the changing life-world of the adult population, an established research tradition 
in Estonia (Lauristin et al. 2017; Masso et al. 2020) has used representative questionnaire 
surveys, operationalising the concept of the life-world in terms of everyday practices of 
communication and media use, material and cultural consumption, civic participation 
and entrepreneurship, as well as various categories of social cognition (values, identi-
ties, beliefs and social self-positioning). In picking a child-centric approach (Kleine et al. 
2016: 4), we decided to analyse a large sample of ethnographic data, i.e. children’s draw-
ings of their favourite gifts. We chose these because they represent relevant aspects of 
their everyday practices, value priorities and consumption preferences, and can be con-
sidered methodological proxies for the respective indicators in survey questionnaires. 
The draw-and-write method, furthermore, has often been implemented in studies that 
focus on experiences or views that might be difficult for a child to articulate; through 
the ‘universal language’ of drawings the method is applicable for materialising the 
immaterial (Lyon 2020: 4). Previous draw-and-write studies have also demonstrated 
that this method has the potential to bridge verbal language barriers (Renslow and 
Maupin 2017), thus representing a valuable mode of grasping children’s life-worlds. 

The format of the drawing competition, organised in cooperation with schools, does 
have some limitations. From the social scientific and consumer research perspective, 
one limitation lies in the fact that we were unable to discuss the task with the children 
beforehand or ask for their reflections or interpretations afterwards; neither could we 
include additional questions. From the ethnographic point of view, however, this ‘natu-
rally raw data’ enabled us to study children’s perspectives without any influence from 
the researchers, something that we propose is a strength.

Secondly, to what extent children actually depicted their most favourite presents 
remains unknown. Were these really the objects they deemed most relevant and valua-
ble, and to what degree did they follow pragmatic considerations (for example did they 
choose objects they could draw well to succeed in the competition, or were they sim-
ply realising their first ideas to ‘pass’ the exercise)? When data are collected at school, 
teachers might play some role as ‘gate-keepers’ by selecting only those creative works 
they regard as presenting their school in a more positive light. Potential biases of social 
desirability or pragmatism are not unique to creative methods: the reliability of other 
data collection techniques such as surveys or interviews can also be reduced by the 
‘effect of answering for mark A’ in institutional contexts, especially schools; the pro-
portion of the sample affected, however, is generally not significant (cf. Kalmus 2004). 
Our data, furthermore, included a few cases where two creative works resembled each 
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other in terms of the depicted objects and/or the verbal arguments, evidencing peer 
influence. In the context of the overall sample size, however, the number of such cases 
was insignificant. 

Large-scale samples of children’s drawings as a data source and the robust coding 
scheme for content analysis developed for this study provide some perspectives for fur-
ther ethnographic studies on children’s life-worlds. Firstly, apart from museums, other 
cultural, education and entertainment institutions such as science and amusement 
centres, theme parks, etc., collect children’s drawings either on the spot or remotely 
(for example by organising competitions). Large amounts of ethnographic material col-
lected this way in different countries and the ‘universal language’ of drawing provides 
various opportunities for inter-sectoral and cross-cultural studies. Secondly, the method 
developed for this study can be used diachronically to compare analogous samples of 
children’s drawings from different decades. The categories of object that are significant 
in children’s lives could in this way serve as a sensitive ‘cultural indicator’, in George 
Gerbner’s (1969) classical approach to analysing ‘collective cultural life’, and would, 
thus, enable us to reveal potential changes in children’s life-worlds from a longer time 
perspective.

N O T E S

1 As the proportion of girls among the participants was significantly higher, and children’s 
preferences were gender-specific, we present the findings on figures by gender group.
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