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Skate & Annoy

Category # 1: Advertizing

Kids and teens have been marked with the crimson letter R for rebellion from society throughout the years, primarily generalized and pigeon-holed for us through film and television. Whether it was rebelling against their parents by listening to the “devil’s music”, sneaking out of the house late at night to meet up with the cute quarterback, or ditching class to smoke some pot behind the bleachers, the media has associated rebellious actions and misbehaviors with kids for being immature and, well just young. Although those disobedient “rites of passage” behaviors I mentioned are very 1950’s style in nature, kids today are continued to be marked with this letter “R” and in a lot of cases wear it proud, but for the wrong reasons. Differing from the prior mentioned unruly behavior, today there is a whole new fleet of rebellious actions we see kids acting out in different subcultures across the board. However, some actions seem to be more disrespectful, radical, and anarchistic than other actions (agreed to be popular) within other niches kids are trying to identify with. I’m talking about the image of the typical and glorified skateboarder. In skateboard magazines such as Thrasher, there are an overwhelming amount of print ads that showcase professional skateboarders as well as kids that appear to have poor hygiene, look dirty, trashy, unkempt, and look as if they’d smell of booze and cigarettes from the previous night’s raging party. Usually splashed with suggestive tattoos all over, the same grimey skater in the ad will typically be photographed “just hanging out with the homies”, giving us the middle finger, or just making some ridiculous pose that screams “I don’t care what society thinks of me!” Now think of a 28 year old adult who likes to read this magazine for the articles about the sport and thinks these images are funny, in juxtaposition to how a 10 year old child consumes and interprets the same images. The adult can differentiate what is and is not appropriate conduct. To a 10 year old kid who subscribes to Thrasher and cannot wait for the next issue to be delivered to his doorstep, what does he make of these visuals of his hero, his favorite Pro Skateboarder ditching class to skate with his friends?

Unconventional image + disrespectful behavior = the way to live if you love to skateboard!

Skateboarding advertisements are sending a negative message to kids through fashion, behavior, and lifestyle which is sold as a package by their favorite professional skateboarders in ads.

I think to myself “dress for success” while I get ready to impress a potential boss or client in the professional world. I want to fit in, whether it’s looking the part of the job description I am aiming to obtain, or personifying an image I know my client is looking for. This goes the same for kids. While growing up children are continuously searching for their own identity and figuring out what they are truly about. While going through this process, they grasp from identity to identity reinventing their image within different subcultures to ultimately figure out what niche they feel comfortable in and can belong to. They too want to fit in with the group—They are wanting to dress the same as everyone else while not standing out as to deviate away from the image that’s standard and consistent within the group. Skateboarding is a great activity for everyone as far as exercise, but the circularized image of a sloppy unclean person as in the industries’ print advertisements is hardly a positive role model to aspire to look like. The whole look of a stereotypical skater is one who wears whatever; he doesn’t have money (or doesn’t care to spend it) on buying new things, doesn’t care to keep a nice trim to his hair or beard, and overall doesn’t care to impress anyone (not teachers, not parents, not girls… no one!) Upon researching what’s cool dress-code in the world of skaters, I stumbled upon the website Jenkemmag.com, and found an article titled “How to Dress Like a Skateboarder”. This how-to article came with informational text on “how to buy the right skateboard gear for the right look”. It goes on to inform that “there are four demographics in skateboarding-- dread locks/rasta, punk/metal, rap, and casual”. The article is complete with a video tutorial with the same information as in the provided text (in case you’re more of a visual learner, or just lack the compensation or motivation to read!) This is one of hundreds of websites that come up on search engines when looking up “how to _______”, and what’s sad is kids really do type topics like that in to learn and mimic these types of areas of interest. There is no individuality when you’re being defined as 4 types, OF a type! Even popular skateboarding apparel company KREW started mass producing tight stretch denim with a standard shoelace string for a belt, since professional skateboarder Chad Muska débuted and popularized the shoelace belt style in his KREW advertisements. The idea of being an individual and not caring what others think is both important and cool to young people, but they are unaware that even the popular advertisements with their favorite pro athlete modeling the latest tight jeans with a shoelace for a belt is just setting the standard of “how you should look” if you want to fit in with your friends and skateboard. 

During the after-school program at my kids’ school, a group of 6 – 8 boys, ranging in ages from about thirteen to eighteen, descended up on the (K – 5) school that my kids attend.  I have seen small groups of skateboarders before, but didn’t pay much attention to them, other than to be annoyed at their occasional disrespect of people (including other children) when riding on the sidewalks.  However, this time it was worse. A few staff members asked them politely to leave (since they were being rowdy skating and trespassing on school property). They acknowledged the requests to leave with a sneer and a snide attitude. It wasn’t until a few more adults – parents – repeatedly threatened to call the police that the skateboarders finally packed up and left.  During the entire time they were being asked to leave, each one took turns displaying offensive, graphic hand gestures, as well as foul language.  I overheard one parent say that they thought the kids had been drinking alcohol.  From my estimation, these kids were mostly minors! It was beyond disrespect… These kids had a rebellious, in-your-face attitude…
Birds of a feather flock together. This classic saying refers to those who have similar tastes and interests will congregate in groups. “Belonging is a fundamental need stemming from the fact that human beings are social creatures” (Spezzano, “How the Need to Fit in Changes Our Behavior”). Act the way we do if you want to fit in is the message advertisements send young people. When looking at a group of friends you will notice that although physically different, each of the individuals displays similar behaviors. Generally, if you are driven to do well in school and stay away from drugs you’re friends hold similar morals. Going through the awkward stages of growing up, we hope a child gets all of the necessary encouragement and positive influences planted with him to go on to succeed. Skateboarding is a positive and healthy outlet for exercising and making friends. Everyone shares a common liking for being outdoors in the sun, learning new things from one another and encouraging each other. Going to a skate park, you will witness tons of positive things happening. This account, written by a parent, is not so positive however: 

Looking at the selected advertisements, you can see the THRASHER subscription ad is asking readers to “JOIN THE CLUB”. The club they are referring to is depicted as a group of rowdy kids that give people the middle finger, enjoy rock and roll as symbolized with devil horns, and apparently are having an awesome time because they are sweaty looking and don’t care what other people think. They are all dressed similarly, exemplify the “F you!” type of behavior, all while looking really cool under a large THRASHER logo… so they must love skateboarding. In the Anti-Hero ad, we see a homeless looking man with his shirt up, posing silly in a very public setting.  Although not verbatim, the caption reads with humor I expect some broad to house me, even though I look like this and like to smoke weed.  The man looks filthy and as the caption reads, is very open about his weed usage and thinks it’s funny and acceptable. Both advertisements are examples of how skateboarding advertisements are sending the wrong message to kids on how to appear and act. Skateboaders as a whole get a bad rep with adults from the disrespectful kids that display disobedient behavior. These types of selected ads are the face of the disobedient child and what they try to emulate. “Most parents are concerned more about the punk, raw, angry side of skateboarding - and the drugs and alcohol abuse that can come along with it. It's true that skateboarding has always welcomed the rough crowd. Skateboarding has strong historical ties to the punk movement, and even further back to the innovative, aggressive young surf crowd” (Cave, “Is Skateboarding a bad influence?”). The glorified skateboard punk who is unruly, smokes pot, and is disrespectful to adults gets printed and published in ads that kids end up thinking is cool and ok to act like.
Looking at the stereotypical professional skater in advertisements (such as Caswell in the dumpster) and imagining all of the impressive things he can put on his resume, I’m sure you’re thinking “that is the type of lifestyle I’d love to live!” Well, maybe this thought didn’t cross your mind, but to fans of these characters it does. This is where the wrong message turns into a child’s lifestyle. The young consumer has already adopted and bought the skater in the ad’s style of attire and their behavior. Now to complete the image they look up to, they live how they see these professionals live. While there isn’t a real problem with advertisements selling an image,  it is problematic when that image promotes a person living like a rockstar and doesn’t care about a future or goals beyond skateboarding; The younger athletes get the wrong message, thus setting a bad example. Skateboarding is only as bad of an influence as you want it to be. Skateboarding as an activity is not a bad influence at all, but is a very good influence! The sport keeps kids active, allows them to set up and achieve goals, while being challenging. “Professional skateboarding is full of good quality people (too), who make excellent role models for… kids. Tony Hawk is a family man who donates loads of money to charity. Rodney Mullen is a warm, friendly, humble guy who 
has a Masters degree. Bob Burnquist uses his (professional star status) to try and help the environment” (Cave, “Is Skateboarding a bad influence?”).  These are the type of professional athletes that should be praised and placed in advertisements more often since they promote a positive image, positive behavior, and a positive lifestyle.
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